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This thesis utilizes Nazi women’s propaganda to explore the relationship between Nazi 
gender and racial ideology, particularly in relation to the Nazi Germanization program in the 
Warthegau during World War II. At the heart of this study is an examination of a paradox 
inherent in Nazi gender ideology, which simultaneously limited and expanded “Aryan” German 
women’s roles in the greater German community. Far from being “returned to the home” by the 
Nazis in 1933, German women experienced an expanded sphere of influence both within and 
beyond the borders of the Reich due to their social and cultural roles as “mothers of the nation.” 
As “bearers of German culture,” German women came to occupy a significant role in Nazi plans 
to create a new “German homeland” in Eastern Europe. This female role of “domesticating” the 
East, opposite the perceived “male” tasks of occupation, expulsion, and resettlement, entailed 
cultivating and reinforcing Germanness in the Volksdeutsche (ethnic German) communities, 
molding them into “future masters of the German East.” This thesis therefore also examines the 
ways in which Reich German women utilized the notion of a distinctly female cultural sphere to 
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It is my particular pride that in none of the houses in B. do the usual and so popular paper 
flowers spoil the rooms. We have gradually replaced the kitschy Polish pictures that the 
settlers often left hanging “because the frames are so beautiful” with pretty prints and 
German wall sayings. These do not always go away without resistance; but in the end 
they always listen to our advice, especially when they are reminded that the Führer wants 
this country to become completely German and that its people should stand out from the 
Poles in their daily lives and homes. 
Emmy Poggensee, Winter 19411 
 
 
In the winter of 1941, a German woman, Emmy Poggensee, found herself in what was 
only a few years earlier Polish territory, but now fell under Nazi rule as the Reichsgau 
Wartheland (Warthegau). The German Wehrmacht had occupied the Warthegau, which 
compromised the region of Greater Poland and adjacent areas, after the Nazi invasion of Poland 
in September 1939. Despite being far from her home in Schleswig-Holstein in northern 
Germany, Poggensee felt a deep connection to the people and land of the Warthegau and wrote 
fondly of her time there. In her diary excerpt, published in 1941 in the Nazi women’s magazine 
NS Frauen-Warte, Poggensee wrote of her experiences with the ethnic Germans (Volksdeutsche) 
in her village and the beautiful and “fertile expanses” of the Warthegau.2 According to the pre-
war Nazi ideology, as a thirty year old Aryan woman without children, Poggensee should have 
been at home in Germany marrying, starting a family, raising her own children and tending to 
her household, instead of working in a foreign country. However, the Second World War offered 
 
1  Emmy Poggensee, “Aus dem Tagebuch einer Ansiedlerbetreuerin im Gau Wartheland,” NS Frauen-Warte 10, no. 
19 (1941): 294, https://doi.org/10.11588/diglit.2783#0384.  
2  Ibid. 
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especially younger and single women more opportunities, as they were increasingly needed to 
support the war effort.3 
 Prior to World War II, and even before their seizure of power in January 1933, the Nazi 
Party glorified motherhood in its propaganda and ideology. Since 1933, the Nazi Party 
developed pro-natalist policies that were intended to encourage Aryan German women to marry 
and bear several children. These policies were carried out through measures such as loan 
schemes that encouraged “racially fit” couples to marry and have children, “mother schools” to 
educate women in housekeeping and childrearing skills, and bestowed honors for those women 
that answered their “natural” calling of marrying and bearing children. Accompanying these 
policies were educational programs for young girls and women that emphasized marriage and 
family as the main female tasks in German society, and policies that attempted to remove women 
from the political sphere. Nazi propaganda, and particularly propaganda directed at women, 
served the regime by promoting such Nazi ideals of femininity, motherhood and domesticity, and 
by presenting the archetype of the proper Aryan German woman. 
How, then, did Poggensee end up working on behalf of the Nazi administration in the 
occupied territory of Poland, far outside the feminine domestic realm promoted by the Nazis 
before the beginning the World War II? Poggensee, like thousands of other German women, had 
 
3  Women were actively involved in the war effort in both the wartime economy, where they increasingly had to 
replace drafted men, as well as in the military itself. Several historians have analyzed women’s mobilization and 
involvement in the war effort, such as: Karen Hagemann, “Mobilizing Women for War: the History, 
Historiography, and Memory of German Women’s War Service in the Two World Wars,” Journal of Military 
History 75, no. 4 (2011): 1055-1093; Franka Maubach, “Expansionen weiblicher Hilfe: Zur Erfahrungsgechichte 
von Frauen im Kriegsdienst,” in Volksgenossinnen: Frauen in der NS-Volksgemeinschaft, ed. Sybille Steinbacher 
(Göttingen: Wallstein, 2007), 93-114; Ursula von Gersdorff, Frauen im Kriegsdienst 1914-1945. Stuttgart: 
Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1969; Franka Maubach, Die Stellung halten: Kriegsererfahrungen und 
Lebensgeschichten von Wehrmachthelferinnen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2009); Elizabeth Harvey, 
Women and the Nazi East: Agents and Witnesses of Germanization (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003); 
Leila J. Rupp, Mobilizing Women for War: German and American Propaganda, 1939-1945 (Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1978). 
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been deployed to the Warthegau by the Nazi administration to help with the resettlement of 
ethnic Germans (Volksdeutsche) in the territory. These ethnic German communities were to play 
a critical role in the Nazi vision for the establishment of a “greater German Reich” that spanned 
across Western and Eastern Europe, “Germanizing” the land through their settlement and 
cultivation. The Warthegau, under the direction of Arthur Greiser, was intended to become a 
“model Gau” in the Germanization project. As Greiser declared of the Warthegau in October 
1939:  
Our long term goal should be to become a model Gau of the Greater German empire, that 
in large measure guarantees the food supply for Greater Germany, that affords protection 
against Polish and Jewish invasion, and whose buildings correspond to the greatness of 
the Reich... and the most important task before our eyes is the settlement of this land with 
people who will later know the term “Polish” as a historical memory.4 
 
Heinrich Himmler on a visit to the Warthegau’s capital, Posen, in December 1939 similarly 
stated his vision for the racial composition of the territory: “I want to create a blonde province 
here.”5 The Warthegau, therefore, provides a critical area in which to view the conceptualization 
and implementation of Nazi racial policy, particularly as it relates to the settlement of ethnic 
Germans and the creation of a “German homeland in the East,” and the roles of German women 
this project.  
However, as historian Ian Kershaw has demonstrated, the Warthegau also played a 
pivotal role in the genesis of the “Final Solution”: some of the first major deportations of Jews 
took place from the Warthegau; the first “big ghetto” was established in Lodz (renamed 
Litzmannstadt by the Nazis) in the Warthegau; the first mobile gassing units operated in the 
 
4 Arthur Greiser, quoted in Catherine Epstein, Model Nazi: Arthur Greiser and the Occupation of Western Poland 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 130.  
5 Heinrich Himmler, quoted in Ibid., 161.  
 4 
Warthegau at the end of 1941; and the “systematic murder of the Jews began in early December 
1941 in the first extermination camp—actually a ‘gas van station’—established at Chelmno on 
the Ner, in the Warthegau.”6 As a result, the area’s centrality in the Germanization project cannot 
be divorced from its prominent position in the ghettoization, deportation, and extermination of 
European Jews. Persecution and violence against Jews and other so-called “inferior” races or 
peoples were therefore intertwined with, and a fundamental part of, the Nazi Germanization of 
Eastern Europe. 
While the war effort had necessitated the employment of an increasing number of women 
outside of the home, the use of women in the occupied territories to help “Germanize” ethnic 
Germans served an ideological and political purpose as well. The family in Nazi Germany was 
considered the foundation of the nation, the “germ cell” of the Volk, and the mother, as the 
guardian of the family, was therefore also the guardian of the Volk. In extending this feminine 
duty beyond the confines of the individual German family, the Nazis actually granted women 
greater responsibility and opportunity to take on tasks outside of the home than historians and the 
public long have assumed, who focused their attention mainly on the omnipresent image of 
women as mothers in the Nazi propaganda. As a Reich German woman and therefore a bearer of 
German culture, Poggensee was charged with ensuring the “Germanness” of these ethnic 
German communities, overseeing the proper use of German language and customs. For 
Poggensee, her tasks with the ethnic Germans ranged from helping with the care and education 
 
6 See: Ian Kershaw, “Improvised Genocide? The Emergence of the ‘Final Solution’ in the ‘Warthegau’” in Hitler, 
the Germans, and the Final Solution (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008), 60-88. 
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of smaller children, to teaching the women how to cook and decorate their homes in a German 
style, to leading the settlers in German folk-songs and stories.7  
Poggensee herself, however, also played a crucial role in the propaganda machinery of 
the Nazi regime. As a frequent contributor to the NS Frauen-Warte, Poggensee wrote a series of 
articles on her work in the Warthegau to recruit women for the Nazi project of creating a German 
Lebensraum in eastern Europe. As a result, each of her articles must be read mainly as a 
propaganda piece, written to gain support for the Nazi project of a greater or national 
community, the German Volksgemeinschaft (national community), which included the 
Volksdeutsche. 
The term Volksdeutsche, translated in English as “ethnic Germans,” referred to those 
people whose language and culture had German roots, but who lived outside the borders of the 
German nation-state as members of German national minorities and citizens of non-German 
states.8 However, as historian Doris Bergen has noted in her work on the Volksdeutsche of 
Eastern Europe, the German word Volksdeutsche “carries overtones of blood and race captured 
neither in that bland definition nor in the English translation.”9 These communities of ethnic 
Germans occupied an important position in Nazi ideology and propaganda. The mere presence of 
ethnic German communities outside the boundaries of the German nation-state, particularly the 
 
7  Poggensee details her numerous responsibilities in her 1941 article “Aus dem Tagebuch einer Ansiedlerbetreuerin 
im Gau Wartheland,” ultimately concluding: “One needs to have a hundred hands and to be able to be in different 
places at the same time. The settlers really come to us with everything.” 
8  For definitions and discussions of Volksdeutsche, see: Valdis O. Lumans, Himmler’s Auxiliaries: The 
Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle and the German National Minorities of Europe, 1933-1945 (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1993); Krista O’Donnell, Renate Bridenthal, and Nancy Reagin, eds. The Heimat Abroad: 
The Boundaries of Germanness (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2005). 
9  Doris Bergen, “The ‘Volksdeutschen’ of Eastern Europe, World War II, and the Holocaust: Constructed Ethnicity, 
Real Genocide,” in Germany and Eastern Europe: Cultural Identities and Cultural Differences, ed. Geoffrey Giles 
and Keith Bullivant, Yearbook of European Studies 13 (1999): 70. 
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so-called Germanic Sprachinseln (islands of German speakers in Eastern Europe), 10 provided the 
Nazis with a claim to the self-determination of these groups.11  
In addition to this political consideration, the Nazis used the settlement of Volksdeutsche 
in Eastern Europe to establish Germany’s historical claim to the land. The Nazi’s utilized the 
concept of “Drang nach Osten” (Drive to the East), which suggested a seemingly unique 
German disposition to colonize Eastern Europe, to reinforce the notion that Germany had a 
historical right to the land. Reaching back centuries ago, the Nazis looked towards medieval and 
early modern German settlements in the East, beginning with the Deutsche Orden, the Teutonic 
Knights, and ranging to local rulers’ invitations to German settlers in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century.12 While these movements of ethnic Germans eastward were evidently due to 
religious, economic, and political motives, the Nazis instead saw them as evidence to support the 
notion that German presence in the East was part of a civilizing and colonizing process that 
began centuries ago. Albrecht Penck, an Austrian geologist and geographer, contributed to pan-
German ideas concerning the East in the mid-1920s with his model of German Volksboden and 
Kulturboden. According to Penck, Volksboden referred to land currently inhabited by German 
people, while Kulturboden concerned land that was occupied by other people, but had been 
shaped, and continued to be shaped, by German cultural influences.13 As a result, German claims 
 
10 “Part 3. Islands of Germanness” in The Heimat Abroad: The Boundaries of Germanness, ed. Krista O’Donnell, 
Renate Bridenthal, and Nancy Reagin, (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2005), 344-347. 
11 As carried out in the Sudeten crisis of October 1938, when Nazi Germany, based on the Munich agreement, 
forced Czechoslovakia to cede the Sudeten areas, where mainly Sudetendeutsche lived, to the German Reich. 
12 See: Michael Burleigh, Germany Turns Eastwards: A Study of Ostforschung in the Third Reich (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988); Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius, The German Myth of the East: 1800 to the Present 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Kristin Kopp, Germany’s Wild East: Constructing Poland as a Colonial 
Space (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2012). 
13 “Albrecht Penck, “Deutscher Volks- und Kulturboden,” in Volk unter Völkern, ed. Karl Christian von Loesch 
(Breslau: Ferdinand Hirt, 1925). 
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to Eastern Europe focused not simply on the mere settlement of German speakers in eastern 
territories, but also on the civilizing effect of German culture on the land. German colonization 
of Eastern Europe, therefore, served to substantiate German claims to a homeland in the East by 
establishing both historical and cultural pretexts. 
The Nazi vision for the future settlement and social order of the East was laid out in the 
Generalplan Ost (General Plan East). Opposite the removal of hundreds of thousands Jews, 
Poles, and other Slavic populations in eastern Europe, this plan envisioned the settlement of at 
least 10 million Germans over a period of twenty to thirty years.14 In order to accomplish this 
massive feat of population movement, the Nazi regime deployed thousands of men and women 
to help in the administration and organization of these new territories and their inhabitants.  
Reich German women were to play a key role in this resettlement process, as historian 
Elizabeth Harvey demonstrated in her 2003 study Women and the Nazi East: Agents and 
Witnesses of Germanization.15 By caring for and educating the ethnic Germans, they essentially 
domesticated the German conquest of the occupied Eastern lands. This process of 
 
14 For more information on German plans for the colonization of Eastern Europe and Generalplan Ost, see: Bruno 
Wasser, Himmlers Raumplanung im Osten: Der Generalplan Ost in Polen 1940-1944 (Basel: Birkhäuser, 1993); 
Czesław Madajczyk, ed., Vom Generalplan Ost zum Generalsiedlungsplan (Munich: Sauer, 1994); Michael 
Burleigh, Germany Turns Eastwards: A Study of Ostforschung in the Third Reich (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1988); Adam Tooze, The Wages of Destruction: The Making and Breaking of the Nazi Economy, 
(New York: Penguin, 2006); “Forced Migration Plans and Policies of Nazi Germany” in People on the Move : 
Forced Population Movements in Europe in the Second World War and Its Aftermath, ed. Pertti Ahonen et al., 
(Oxford: Berg, 2008); Vejas Gabriel Liulevicius, The German Myth of the East: 1800 to the Present (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2009); Stephen G. Fritz, Ostkrieg: Hitler’s War of Extermination in the East (Lexington: 
University of Kentucky Press, 2011); Kristin Kopp, Germany’s Wild East: Constructing Poland as a Colonial 
Space (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2012); Alex J. Kay, Jeff Rutherford, and David Stahel, eds., 
Nazi Policy on the Eastern Front, 1941: Total War, Genocide, and Radicalization (Rochester: University of 
Rochester Press, 2012);  
15 Elizabeth Harvey, Women and the Nazi East: Agents and Witnesses of Germanization (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2003); Geoff Eley, “Missionaries of the Volksgemeinschaft: Ordinary Women and the 
Nazification of the East.” Gender & History 17, no. 2 (2005): 502-509; Wendy Lower, Hitler’s Furies: German 
Women in the Nazi Killing Fields (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013); Wendy Lower, Nazi Empire-
Building and the Holocaust in Ukraine (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005); Lora Wildenthal, 
German Women for Empire, 1884-1945 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001).  
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“Germanization” was a distinctly female task, as it centered on the domestic sphere as the site of 
German culture and customs. Reich German women were to instill proper German culture and 
values in the ethnic Germans, ranging from cleanliness and order to racial purity to proper 
German language to strict obedience to the Nazi ideology and regime. It was perceived as 
imperative that ethnic Germans learned and assimilated to the German culture, due to their 
expected role as future masters of the East.  
Scholars have recently begun to examine the role of German women in the Nazi 
occupation and settlement of eastern Europe, most notably Elizabeth Harvey and Wendy 
Lower.16 Their work reflects a larger shift in the historiography of women in Nazi Germany 
towards examining the multiplicity of roles women held under the Nazi regime, expanding 
beyond the binary of women as victims (Opfer) or perpetrators (Täterin) that was debated by 
Claudia Koonz, Gisela Bock and several other feminist historians in the Historikerinnenstreit, a 
dispute that crossed the Atlantic between the late 1980s and mid 1990s.17 This debate inspired a 
younger generation of women and gender historians to develop an approach emphasizing the 
wide spectrum of female behavior in the Third Reich ranging from the female guards in 
concentration camps, to health and welfare workers inside Germany and in the occupied 
 
16 Harvey, Women and the Nazi East; Lower, Hitler's Furies.  
17 For the debate of the Historikerinnenstreit, see Gisela Bock, “Die Frauen und der Nationalsozialismus: 
Bemerkungen zu einem Buch von Claudia Koonz,” Geschichte und Gesellschaft 15, no. 4 (1989): 563-579; 
Claudia Koonz, “Erwiderung auf Gisela Bocks Rezension von Mothers in the Fatherland,” Geschichte und 
Gesellschaft 18, no. 4 (1992): 394-399; Gisela Bock, “Ein Historikerinnstreit?,” Geschichte und Gesellschaft 18, 
no. 4 (1992): 400-404; Dagmar Reese and Carola Sachse, “Frauenforschung und Nationalsozialismus: Eine 
Bilanz,” in Töchter-Fragen: NS-Frauen-Geschichte, eds. Lerke Gravenhorst and Carmen Tatschmurat, (Freiburg i. 
Br.: Kore, 1990), 73-106; Atina Grossmann, “Feminist Debates about Women and National Socialism,” Gender & 
History 3, no. 3 (1991): 350-358; Adelheid von Saldern, “Victims or Perpetrators? Controversies about the Role of 
Women in the Nazi State,” in Nazism and German Society 1933-1945, ed. David Crew (London: Routledge, 
1994), 141-166; see also Kirsten Heinsohn et al., "Einleitung," in Zwischen Karriere und Verfolgung. 
Handlungsräume von Frauen im nationalsozialistischen Deutschland, eds. Heinsohn et al, (Frankfurt/M.: Campus, 
1997), 7-24; Ralph Leck, “Conservative Empowerment and the Gender of Nazism: Paradigms of Power and 
Complicity in German Women’s History” Journal of Women’s History 12, no. 2 (2000): 147-169. 
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territories, to Wehrmacht auxiliaries who supported the genocidal warfare, and finally to ordinary 
citizens who acted as informers and bystanders.18 
However, until now a study that explores in more detail the ways in which the Nazi party 
utilized targeted propaganda to recruit and mobilize women in service of a variety of missions 
both before and during World War II, does not exist. Furthermore, no study has explored the 
instrumentalization of ethnic Germans abroad in Nazi propaganda not only to justify foreign 
expansion, but also to foster solidarity specifically among Reich German and ethnic German 
women, and to motivate women to help their fellow female comrades in the ethnic struggle in the 
East. Therefore, this study sheds light not only on the gendered rhetoric used by Nazi women’s 
magazines to emphasize the necessity of a “female influence” in strengthening Germandom 
abroad, but also on representations of ethnic Germans as both “future masters of the German 
East” and legitimate objects of Reich German women’s motherly and pedagogical influence. The 
ethnic Germans in Eastern Europe were intended to be the direct benefactors of Reich German 
women’s work in Eastern Europe, and as a result the relationship between these two groups of 
women cannot be ignored when trying to understand women’s role in the “Germanizing” 
mission. 
 
18 See for example: Gudrun Schwarz, Eine Frau an seiner Seite: Ehefrauen in der “SS-Sippengemeinschaft” 
(Hamburg: Hamburger Edition, 1997); Susannah Heschel, “Does Atrocity Have a Gender? Feminist 
interpretations of Women in the SS,” in Jeffrey Diefendorf, ed., Lessons and Legacies, vol. 6, New Currents in 
Holocaust Research (Chicago: Northwestern University Press, 2004); Vandana Joshi, Gender and Power in the 
Third Reich: Female Denouncers and the Gestapo, 1933-1945 (New York: Pallgrave MacMilan, 2003); Kathrin 
Kompisch, Täterinnen: Frauen Im Nationalsozialismus (Köln: Böhlau, 2008); Marita Krauss, ed., Sie waren 
dabei: Mitläuferinnen, Nutzniesserinnen, Täterinnen im Nationalsozialismus (Göttingen: Wallstein, 2008); Susan 
Benedict and Linda Shields, eds., Nurses and Midwives in Nazi Germany : The “Euthanasia Programs” (New 
York: Routledge, 2014); Elissa Mailander,  Female SS Guards and Workaday Violence: The Majdanek 
Concentration Camp, 1942-1944, trans. Patricia Szobar (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2015); 
Ursula Nienhaus, “Himmlers willige Komplizinnen – Weibliche Polizei im Nationalsozialismus 1937–1945” in  
Michael Grüttner, Rüdiger Hachtmann, and Heinz-Gerhard Haupt, eds., Geschichte Und Emanzipation: Festschrift 
Für Reinhard Rürup (Frankfurt am Main: Campus, 1999): 517-539.  
 
 10 
This study explores this subject by focusing on the following three questions: First, how 
did Nazi propaganda portray the role of women in the greater Volksgemeinschaft and how did it 
portray the Volksdeutsche? In which ways were these representations gendered? Second, which 
opportunities in the “Germanization” project did Nazi propaganda portray as specifically female?  
Third, how did  those women who answered the Nazis’ call to action in the East, describe their 
experience with the Volksdeutsche, and in which ways did the Nazi propaganda influence their 
perceptions and expectations?  
The main sources used in this thesis, therefore, are the two largest periodicals directed at 
German women and girls, and published by the Nazi organizations: the NS Frauen-Warte and 
Das Deutsche Mädel. The NS Frauen-Warte was the official Nazi party magazine for women, 
published mostly on a bi-weekly basis between 1934 and 1945 by the NS-Frauenschaft (National 
Socialist Women’s League). By 1938, its circulation was around 1 million copies, and its central 
focus as a form of propaganda was women's service in the social and cultural domain.19 Das 
Deutsche Mädel was directed at a younger audience of girls largely between 10 and 18 years old 
who were members of the Bund Deutscher Mädel (League of German Girls, or BDM). This 
magazine was the official publication of the BDM, published on a monthly basis between 1933 
and 1942. Girls from all over Germany who were members of the BDM could submit stories and 
photos to the magazine, and regional editions of Das Deutsche Mädel often included news and 
information from the specific region, or Gau.20 While the NS Frauen-Warte did carry political 
propaganda, in many ways it functioned as a women’s magazine, including articles on 
 
19 "NS-Frauenwarte: Paper of the National Socialist Women's League." Heidelberg University Library. July 4, 2018. 
Accessed September 2, 2019. https://www.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/Englisch/helios/digi/nsfrauenwarte.html. 
20 “Books and Magazines,” BDM History, accessed September 2, 2019. https://bdmhistory.com/research-
reference/books-and-magazines/.  
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childrearing, cooking, sewing, fashion, gardening, and homemaking. Das Deutsche Mädel, on 
the other hand, emphasized strong, active, athletic girls and included articles focused on health, 
sports, service and education. As such, it depicted the role of young girls and women both inside 
and outside of the home. 21  
Utilizing propaganda as a source base inherently presents certain challenges, as 
propaganda is always biased and geared towards achieving a particular goal. Propaganda can 
contain information that is truthful, partially truthful, or blatantly false, but no matter what its 
aim is to shape public opinion and behavior.22 The role of Nazi propaganda in the political, 
social, and economic life of the Third Reich has been the subject of several studies, including the 
influential 1983 edited volume Nazi Propaganda: The Power and the Limitations.23 While the 
effectiveness of Nazi propaganda continues to be debated, many scholars agree that propaganda 
played a crucial and central role in the implementation of Nazi policies.24 The NSDAP party, 
long before its rise to power and during its reign, utilized numerous forms of propaganda as a 
means of disseminating ideological and political objectives, mobilizing and indoctrinating the 
German people. Propaganda, therefore, can serve as an important medium through which to view 
National Socialist ideology concerning race, gender, and the Volksgemeinschaft. This is not to 
 
21 Rupp, Mobilizing Women for War, 45. 
22 Susan Bachrach and Steven Luckert, State of Deception: The Power of Nazi Propaganda (Washington, D.C.: 
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 2009), 2. 
23 David Welch, ed., Nazi Propaganda: The Power and the Limitations (London: Routledge, 1983). Additional 
works include: Robert Edwin Herzstein, The War that Hitler Won (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1979); Randall 
Bytwerk, Bending Spines: The Propagandas of Nazi Germany and the German Democratic Republic (East 
Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 2004); Welch, David. "Nazi Propaganda and the Volksgemeinschaft: 
Constructing a People's Community." Journal of Contemporary History 39, no. 2 (2004): 213-38. Accessed 
November 10, 2019. www.jstor.org/stable/318072.  
24 Bachrach and Luckert, State of Deception, 1. See also: Ian Kershaw, “How Effective was Nazi Propaganda?” in  
Nazi Propaganda : The Power and the Limitations, ed. David Welch (London: Routledge, 1983), 180-205.  
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say that propaganda necessarily reflected the social reality of Germans in the Third Reich, but 
that it allows us to understand the imagined reality and ideological priorities of the Nazi party, 
and how these were impressed upon the German populace.  
However, few scholarly works focus extensively on propaganda directed at women, 
thereby overlooking the gendered nature of Nazi propaganda. Leila Rupp’s 1978 book 
Mobilizing Women for War: German and American Propaganda, 1939-1945 provides one of the 
most thorough treatments of women and Nazi propaganda, yet her work is limited to only 
focusing on wartime propaganda and offers a comparative analysis of propaganda in the United 
States and Nazi Germany. Other works that explore the material culture of the Third Reich, such 
as Irene Guenther’s Nazi Chic: Fashioning Women in the Third Reich, use both the NS Frauen-
Warte and Das Deutsche Mädel to explore women’s fashion and consumption, as well as ideas 
of femininity.25 Therefore, an analysis of the ways in which the NS Frauen-Warte and Das 
Deutsche Mädel propagated Nazi ideas concerning race and gender, and how such depictions 
attempted to encourage women to work in service of the greater German Reich, is necessary.  
The following thesis is broken down into three main chapters. The first chapter, “Mothers 
of the Nation,” examines the roles and duties of women in the Third Reich as disseminated 
through Nazi propaganda. Speeches, articles, and other mediums of propaganda highlighted the 
domestic sphere as women’s “natural” arena to carry out feminine tasks associated with 
motherhood and childcare. However, Nazi women’s propaganda simultaneously collapsed the 
distinction between the domestic and the public spheres by focusing on the “social mothering” 
tasks afforded to women. Women were therefore not just mothers of their own families, but 
 
25  Irene Guenther, Nazi Chic? Fashioning Women in the Third Reich (Oxford: Berg, 2004); Kirsten Döhring and 
Renate Feldmann, Von “N.S. Frauen-Warte” bis “Victory” : Konstruktionen von Weiblichkeit in 
Nationalsozialistischen und Rechtsextremen Frauenzeitschriften (Berlin: Logos, 2004).  
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“mothers of the nation,” affording them greater importance in the creation and fortification of the 
German Volksgemeinschaft. Chapter two, “For a New Future in the German East,” focuses on 
representations of ethnic Germans in Nazi women’s magazines to reveal attempts to mobilize 
support and solidarity between Reich German women and ethnic German women in Eastern 
Europe, as well as posit the significance of women in the greater ethnic struggle. The 
victimization of ethnic Germans under foreign rule, as depicted in these magazines, intended to 
justify Nazi expansionist aims and garner support for the war effort. Meanwhile, other articles 
highlighted the efforts of ethnic German women to keep “Germandom” alive outside of the 
Reich, centering both the domestic sphere and the work of women in the effort to promote and 
preserve German culture. Finally chapter three, “Mothers and Masters: Reich German Women in 
the Nazi East,” examines the roles, as propagated in Nazi women’s magazines, of Nazi women in 
the “Germanization” of Poland, specifically the Warthegau. These reports are specifically read 
with an eye to their function as recruitment channels for work in the East. Additionally, these 
articles point to the fusion of “mothering” and “mastering” in Reich German women’s work with 
the ethnic Germans, as they at once demonstrated care and support for the ethnic Germans while 











CHAPTER 1: MOTHERS OF THE NATION 
 
The first, best, and most suitable place for the woman is in the family, and her most 
glorious duty is to give children to her people and nation, children who can continue the 
line of generations and who guarantee the immortality of the nation. The woman is the 
teacher of the youth, and therefore the builder of the foundation of the future. If the 
family is the nation’s source of strength, the woman is its core and center. The best place 
for the woman to serve her people is in her marriage, in the family, in motherhood. This 
is her highest mission.  
Joseph Goebbels, March 18, 193326 
 
 
On March 18, 1933, less than two months after Adolf Hitler was appointed chancellor of 
Germany and only a few days before the passage of the Enabling Act, Joseph Goebbels stood 
before a crowd gathered at the exhibition grounds of the Berliner Funkturm. As Reich Minister 
of Propaganda, Goebbels had been invited to give the opening speech for an exhibition entitled 
“Die Frau in Familie, Haus und Beruf” (The Woman in Family, Home, and Work), which had 
been planned by several middle-class women’s organization and the Deutsches Hygiene 
Museum Dresden long before the Nazi party’s seizure of power. Their major aim had been to 
show the “significance of the woman for the family, the people, and the whole nation.”27 
 
26 Joseph Goebbels, “Deutsches Frauentum,” Signale der neuen Zeit. 25 ausgewählte Reden von Dr. Joseph 
Goebbels (Munich: Zentralverlag der NSDAP., 1934), pp. 118-126, Calvin University, German Propaganda 
Archive, translated by Randall Bytwerk, at: https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/goeb55.htm 
(accessed: October 24, 2019). Author’s translation, and unless stated otherwise, all translations in this thesis are 
the author’s own. 
27 The German Hygiene Museum was in charge of lending a scientific air to several of the section in the exhibition, 
including one, titled “Was muß die Frau von den Lebensmitteln wissen?” which focused on the importance of 
proper nutrition for child and family well-being. See DHMD 2006/481, “Joseph Goebbels, Reichsminister für 
Volksaufklärung und Propaganda, hält am 18. März 1933 in Berlin die Eröffnungsrede der Ausstellung Die Frau 
in Familie, Haus und Beruf,” Deutsches Hygiene-Museum, https://dhmd.de/emuseum/eMuseumPlus; “Exhibition 
on the Role of German Women (1933)” Facing History and Ourselves, at:  
https://www.facinghistory.org/resource-library/image/exhibition-role-german-women-1933 (accessed: October 24, 
2019). 
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The opening speech by Goebbels would be his first major public talk after taking over the 
ministerial post. The significance of this and the fact that his first speech concerned German 
women was not lost on him. He noted that it was a “happy accident,” as it allowed him to clarify 
the Nazi position on women.28 He continued: 
Even if I admit to Treitschke's word that men make history, I do not forget that women 
raise boys to manhood. You know that the National Socialist movement is the only party 
that keeps women out of daily politics. This arouses bitter criticism and hostility, all of it 
very unjustified. We have kept women out of the parliamentary-democratic intrigues of 
the past fourteen years in Germany not because we do not respect them, but because we 
respect them too much. We do not see the woman as inferior, but rather as having a 
different mission, a different value, than that of the man.29 
 
One of the main areas that reflected women’s natural duties, according to Goebbels and other 
Nazi leaders, was the domestic sphere of the family and household, as the introductory quote 
from the same speech demonstrates. The principal duty of married Aryan mothers was to bear 
and raise as many healthy children as possible. However, Goebbels also used the speech as a 
warning of what would happen to the German nation, should women forgo this natural duty. He 
gave his talk in front of such a “warning.” Above him as he spoke, painted on the wall in large 
block letters, was the phrase “Volk ohne Jugend – Volk ohne Zukunft” (A people without youth – 
a people without a future), which was also the title of a section of the exhibition that 
foreshadowed the negative effects of a falling birth rate on the German people.30 At the same 
time, single and childless women were not exempt from participating in this national renewal, as 
Goebbels emphasized:  
 
28 Joseph Goebbels, “Deutsches Frauentum.” 
29 Ibid. 
30 DHMD 2006/481, Deutsches Hygiene-Museum; People without Youth – People without Future.” Bild 102-14418, 
“Berlin, Ausstellung ‘Die Frau’, Goebbels. 1933” Bundesarchiv, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Bundesarchiv_Bild_102-
14418,_Berlin,_Goebbels_bei_Ausstellung_%22Die_Frau%22.jpg#file (accessed: October 24, 2019).  
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The best place for the woman to serve her people is in her marriage, in the family, in 
motherhood...That does not mean that those women who are employed or who have no 
children have no role in the motherhood of the German people. They use their strength, 
their abilities, their sense of responsibility for the nation, in other ways. We are 
convinced, however, that the first task of a socially reformed nation must be to again give 
the woman the possibility to fulfill her real task, her mission in the family and as a 
mother.31 
 
What exactly was the Nazi position on women that was to be promoted and disseminated 
throughout the propaganda channels of the Third Reich?  Did this position change? The 1933 
exhibition of “Die Frau” offers an excellent jumping off point for the exploration of these two 
questions for several reasons. Firstly, this exhibition and Goebbels’ opening speech can be 
understood as one of the first instances of concrete, intentional Nazi propaganda concerning the 
role of women following on the heels of the National Socialist seizure of power. Prior to this 
point, all women’s propaganda produced by the NSDAP had been theoretical—that is, it had 
dealt with the role of women in society should the NSDAP come to power. Furthermore, as 
historian Helen Boak has argued: “The Nazis did not seem to have a coherent or cohesive 
programme with regards to women’s role in society... during the Weimar Republic. What was 
said or written on the woman question tended to come from Nazi women, with little or no 
official recognition.”32 Goebbels speech and the exhibition, therefore, offered the regime an 
opportunity to explain what specifically the position of women in the Third Reich would be. 
Secondly, his speech on the occasion of the opening of the exhibition “Die Frau” offered 
Goebbels a chance to respond to public criticism that the Nazi ideology was “reactionary” in its 
anti-feminism and anti-modernism. Pushing back against this condemnation, Goebbels argued 
 
31 Joseph Goebbels, “Deutsches Frauentum.” 
32 Helen L. Boak, “’Our Last Hope’; Women's Votes for Hitler: A Reappraisal” German Studies Review 12, no. 2 
(1989): 302-303, doi:10.2307/1430096. 
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instead as demonstrated above, that the Nazi party actually holds women in higher regards than 
the political parties of the Weimar Republic.33 
Early feminist scholarship on women in Nazi Germany in the 1970s and 1980s still 
tended to echo the contemporary criticisms of Nazi ideology regarding women that Goebbels 
was responding to. Such works often took 1918 as their starting point, exploring the 
emancipatory atmosphere of the Weimar Republic before detailing a quick and sharp regression 
in the status and rights of women with the National Socialist seizure of power. Pointing to Nazi 
ideology’s emphasis on “separate spheres” for the sexes, such works posited the unequivocal 
backsliding of women’s opportunities and power during the transition from Weimar to the Third 
Reich.34 These works began to explore the long tradition of the ideology of “separate spheres,” 
that was based on the assumption that men and women are different “by nature” and therefore 
assigned them different duties and roles in politics, economy, society and culture. In the 1980s 
scholars only started to recognize that even the middle-class women’s movement in Germany 
and other European countries shared a relational maternal feminism that was based on the slogan 
“equal, but not the same.” They too defined a special place of women in politics, economy, 
society and culture based on their “maternalism,” their “motherliness,” which they also believed 
all women—single or married, with or without children—shared.35  
 
33 Goebbels, “Deutsches Frauentum.” 
34 See early feminist works on women’s position in Nazi Germany such as: Renate Bridenthal, Anita Grossmann, 
and Marion Kaplan, eds. When Biology Became Destiny: Women in Weimar and Nazi Germany (New York: 
Monthly Review Press, 1984); and Gisela Bock, Zwangssterilisation im Nationalsozialismus: Studienzur 
Rassenpolitik und Frauenpolitik (Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1986). They reflect what Katherine Thomas 
already wrote in: Women in Nazi Germany (London: Victor Gollancz, 1943). 
35 See Karin Hausen, „Die Polarisierung der ‚Geschlechtscharaktere‘: Eine Spiegelung der Dissoziation von 
Erwerbs- und Familienleben,“ in: Sozialgeschichte der Familie in der Neuzeit Europas: Neue Forschungen, ed. 
Werner Conze (Stuttgart: Klett, 1976), 363-393; Karen M. Offen, European Feminisms, 1700-1950: A Political 
History (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2000); and Barbara Greven-Aschoff, Die bürgerliche 
Frauenbewegung in Deutschland 1894–1933 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1981). 
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In this study, I will instead follow the argumentation of more recent research by women 
and gender historians on Nazi Germany which emphasizes that by extending women’s natural 
role of mother beyond the home to encompass the nation, women were actually afforded greater 
responsibilities and opportunities than it would appear.36 This is not to suggest that the Nazis 
were planning or intending for emancipation for women. They simply extended the space of 
action (Handlungsspielraum) of German Aryan women in their designated “female sphere” to 
include public duties according to their assumed natural “gender character” 
(Geschlechtscharakter). These duties were different depending on the age, class and familial 
status of women, as Goebbels’ speech clearly indicates. Therefore, there was a simultaneous 
limiting and expanding of women’s roles and possibilities in Nazi Germany: they were limited 
by a return to the domestic sphere and an emphasis on their capabilities as biological mothers, 
but new avenues for work and freedom actually opened up as they took on the expanded role of 
social mothers of the nation.  
Separate but Equal? The Paradoxes of Nazi Women’s Ideology and Policy  
 
The Nazi state and its ideology and policy undoubtedly enforced patriarchal values and 
exhibited repression and discrimination based on gender. It attempted to reinforce a clear gender 
hierarchy in politics, economy, society, and culture. To realize this agenda it implemented 
several antifeminist measures beginning in 1933. Almost all women that held positions in 
parliaments and public administration at the national, regional and local levels before 1933 saw 
those positions taken from them after 1933.37 All women’s organization, with the exception of 
 
36 Two of the first studies to argue this were Koonz, Mothers in the Fatherland, and Dagmar Reese, Straff, aber 
nicht stramm--herb, aber nicht derb: Zur Vergesellschaftung von Mädchen durch den Bund Deutscher Mädel im 
sozialkulturellen Vergleich zweier Milieus (Weinheim: Beltz, 1989). 
37 Koonz, Mothers in the Fatherland, 145.  
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confessional associations were dissolved and coordinated in the Deutsche Frauenwerk, an 
umbrella organization under the leadership of the National Socialist Women’s League. 
Furthermore, after 1936, women were not allowed any longer to serve as judges or public 
prosecutors, and a quota system was introduced in colleges and universities, limiting the number 
of female students to ten percent of male students.38 
These expulsions and dismissals were part of a broader Nazi attempt “to restore the 
traditional balance between the sexes,” which in their opinion had been upset during the Weimar 
years. Germany experienced turbulent shifts in gender roles during and following World War I. 
Germany lost around two million men in the war, and women gained the right to vote, 
increasingly participated fulltime in the workforce, and delayed marriage and childbearing. Nazi 
ideologues painted Weimar women’s liberation as a false emancipation, as it tore women away 
from their “natural duties” and set their eyes in “directions that were not appropriate for them.”39 
The Nazis combined this antifeminist rhetoric with their anti-Semitism. Hitler argued, for 
example, in a 1934 speech to the National Socialist Women’s League: “The slogan 
‘Emancipation of women’ was invented by Jewish intellectuals and its content was formed by 
the same spirit.”40 Other Nazi ideologues suggested that women’s liberation and equality was 
part of an attempt to impose Bolshevist principles on Germany, the result of which was “helpless 
 
38 Bridenthal, Grossmann, and Kaplan, ed., When Biology Became Destiny, 20; Konrad Jarausch, “The Perils of 
Professionalism: Lawyers, Teachers, and Engineers in Nazi Germany,” German Studies Review 9, no. 1 (1986): 
113. 
39 Goebbels, “Deutsches Frauentum.” 
40 “Hitlers Ansprache vor der NS-Frauenschaft (8. September 1934),” in Deutsche Geschichte in Dokumenten und 
Bildern, Deutsches Historisches Institut, Washington, DC (www.germanhistorydocs.ghi-dc.org) (accessed: 
October 24, 2019). 
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women and wretched children.”41 Women’s emancipation, according to this view, was evidently 
something foreign and unnatural that had been imposed on German women, and therefore must 
be expunged from Nazi Germany. 
The intention of this was not simply to remove women from public positions, but to 
ensure their return to their proper, “natural” realm of the home and family. The Nazis conceived 
of the world as bifurcated between the two sexes, with each sex having certain distinct 
predispositions and qualities. As a result, each sex should only involve itself with those concerns 
and areas of life suitable for its gender. Gertrud Scholtz-Klink, leader of the National Socialist 
Women’s League, summed up this position in a 1936 speech to German women on the beginning 
of a new year. The NS Frauen-Warte ran the text of her speech in its January 1936 issue under 
the title “To be German is to be Strong.” In her discussion on the binding nature of men and 
women’s “inner command,” Scholtz-Klink asserts:  
“The National Socialist movement sees the man and the woman as equal bearers of 
German future. It asks, however, for more than in the past: that each should first 
completely accomplish the tasks that are appropriate to his or her nature.”42  
 
For men, these tasks included the realms of politics, business, and the military. For women, their 
tasks centered on the family and home. Despite this separation of the sexes in two spheres, Nazi 
ideology contended that it did not place women in an inferior position in comparison to men. 
Rather, these separate spheres were complementary, allowing woman to be man’s companion 
and equal partner in the mission of rebuilding and strengthening the German nation. 
 
41 “Die Tagung der deutschen Frauenschaft,” Der Parteitag der Ehre vom 8. bis 14. September 1936. Offizieller 
Bericht über den Verlauf des Reichsparteitages mit sämtlichen Kongreßreden (Munich: Zentralverlag der 
NSDAP., 1936), pp. 161-169, Calvin German Propaganda Archive, translated by Randall Bytwerk, 
https://research.calvin.edu/german-propaganda-archive/pt36frau.htm. (accessed: October 24, 2019) 
42 “Deutsch sein – heißt stark sein. Rede der Reichsfrauenführerin Gertrud Scholtz-Klink zum Jahresbeginn,” NS 
Frauen-Warte 4, no. 16 (January 1936), 501. University of Heidelberg. https://doi.org/10.11588/diglit.9005 
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But a complementary place in the German community of the people was only offered to 
“healthy” and “worthy” Aryan women. In July 1933 the Nazi party implemented the Law for the 
Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased Offspring. Every Aryan girl and woman, as well as boy and 
man, whom the Nazi regime defined as “socially,” “mentally,” or “physically” unhealthy had to 
undergo a forced sterilization, or were later killed in the context of the euthanasia program that 
began in 1939. Between 1934 and 1945, the established genetic health courts ordered over 
400,000 people in the Greater German Reich to be sterilized against their will. More than half of 
these victims were women, and about 5,000 people died as a result of these surgeries.43 This anti-
natalist policy accompanied the selective pronatalism of the Nazi regime.  
The new opportunities that the Nazi regime offered in the complementary female sphere 
were only open to healthy German Aryan girls and women who supported the regime. Many of 
these women responded positively to these changes. They were willing and able to utilize Nazi 
ideology to stake a claim to national projects and work outside the home.44 One well researched 
example is the League of German Girls (Bund Deutscher Mädel or BDM). The BDM, rather than 
serving mainly as a domestic training ground for future wives and mothers, instead functioned 
more as a parallel organization to the Hitler Youth (HJ) for boys, teaching young girls to be 
independent, active, and strong. The “femininization” of the BDM did not occur until the late 
1930s and early 1940s, when the program shifted towards an emphasis on home economics. The 
 
43 See Bock, Zwangssterilisation. 
44 This is clearly indicated, for example, by research on women in Nazi organizations. For example, Jill. Stephenson, 
The Nazi Organization of Women (London: Croom Helm, 1981);  Dagmar Reese, Growing up Female in Nazi 
Germany (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2006). Also, by research on women in the German 
Wehrmacht, such as: Franka Maubach, Die Stellung halten: Kriegserfahrungen und Lebensgeschichten von 
Wehrmachthelferinnen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2009) 
 22 
Hitler Youth Law of December 1936, made membership in the Hitler Youth or the BDM 
mandatory for all eligible juveniles over ten years old.45 
In this way, Nazi ideology and policy simultaneously limited and expanded the space of 
action, the roles, and the opportunities available to Aryan German girls and women. Until the 
start of the Second World War when more women were needed in the workforce, Nazi ideology 
propagated a “return to the domestic sphere” and emphasized women’s roles as mothers and 
wives. At the same time it offered Aryan women, who supported National Socialism, new 
avenues for work and public activity, not only when they were married, but also when they were 
young and single. Both groups of women, married and single, were encouraged to take on the 
expanded role of social mothers of the nation, albeit in different forms. A further paradox 
becomes evident when examining the contradiction between Nazi plans to relegate women to a 
separate and subordinate sphere of domesticity, yet exalting the role of the mother in the strength 
and survival of the German Volk. 
The Cult of Motherhood: Pronatalist Policies for Individual Mothers  
 
In the 1920s and 1930s, many European nations looked on with growing alarm at 
declining birth rates and the diminishing size of families and households. As a result, several 
countries implemented pro-natalist policies, in certain countries limiting women’s rights to birth 
control and abortion.46 Germany’s birth rate had declined from 29.8 in 1910 to 25.3 in 1921, and 
fell further to lows of 17.6 in 1930 and 14.7 in 1933, according to a 1948 statistic of the 
American Office of Population Research.47 Such demographic trends generated hysteria 
 
45 See: Reese, Growing Up Female in Nazi Germany.  
46 Koonz, Mothers in the Fatherland, 177.  
47 "The Demography of War: Germany," Population Index 14, no. 4 (1948): 292.  
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especially among the German right that Germany was becoming a “Volk ohne Jugend,” as 
depicted in the 1933 exhibition “Die Frau.” Already in Weimar Germany this led to population 
policies that hindered women’s access to birth control and impinged on private choices related to 
marriage and children.48  
In order to reverse this demographic trend, Nazi population and family policy intended 
not only to convince women to marry and return to the home, but also to embrace their 
supposedly natural role as mothers. Women’s emancipation, according to Nazi ideology, 
denigrated motherhood and childbearing by painting the traditional female role as repressive and 
regressive. As Gertrud Scholtz-Klink noted in her 1936 speech: 
In the bad fourteen years between 1918 and 1933, motherhood was often robbed of its 
deepest meaning and reduced to something superficial, something that was even held in 
contempt. Instead of a child being seen as the deepest affirmation of the woman and of 
life, it was seen as a burden, as a sacrifice on the part of the woman... Transforming the 
calling of motherhood to the job of motherhood left children joyless, unhappy, without 
strength or soul.49  
 
This trend would have dangerously negative effects on the strength and vitality of the German 
people, not only due to falling birth rates, but because those women who did have children did 
not truly respect the role of the mother in fundamentally shaping the values and character of the 
children. The future of the nation would therefore be left in the hands of these “weak,” 
“apathetic” children, incapable of creating a “powerful,” “proud” German nation.  
 
48 Abortion in Weimar was forbidden and carried the penalty of prison. The Nazis further strengthened these 
policies, even prohibiting contraception for Aryan women since birth control worked against the goal of raising the 
birth rate of Aryan children. See Bock, Zwangssterilisation; Gisela Bock, “Racism and Sexism in Nazi Germany: 
Motherhood, Compulsory Sterilization, and the State” in When Biology Became Destiny, ed. Bridenthal, 
Grossmann, and Kaplan, 271-296; and Cornelie Usborne, Cultures of Abortion in Weimar Germany (New York: 
Berghahn Books, 2007). 
49 “Deutsch sein – heißt stark sein. Rede der Reichsfrauenführerin Gertrud Scholtz-Klink zum Jahresbeginn,” 502. 
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The Nazi regime implemented several legislative programs to raise the status of marriage 
and motherhood, thereby restoring the honor and appeal of bearing and raising children for the 
nation. The Marriage Loan Act of 1933 was the first of these schemes, and it offered government 
grants to newlyweds for up to 1,000 Reichsmarks in the form of coupons that could be used only 
for the purchase of household goods.50 To qualify, however, newlyweds had to meet two 
important criteria: both had to be of Aryan descent and the woman, if she had a job, had to 
relinquish it. In order to promote the reproduction of newlyweds, an additional incentive was 
tacked onto the marriage loan program: for each child born, the government reduced the amount 
to be repaid by 25 percent. If the couple went on to have four children, the loan was wiped out. 
Furthermore, parents of six children were exempt from paying income tax, and other parents 
were granted tax deductions based on the number of children they had.51 This act enabled the 
Nazis to pursue two distinct but related goals. First, it ensured that only those Germans deemed 
“racially fit” would marry and reproduce, ensuring the “vigor” of the Aryan stock would not be 
diluted. Secondly, it forced “double-earning” women to leave their jobs, returning them to the 
home and freeing up positions for men. Its effects, however, were quite limited. The birth rate 
only increased to 20.1 in 1940 and then fell sharply further during the Second World War. The 
research indicates that the Marriage Loan Act did not motivate more couples to marry and the tax 
incentives also did not lead to couples having more children.52  
Nazi policy also intensified the education of young mothers in so-called Mother schools 
(Mütterschulen), which local municipalities already had started in Weimar Germany as part of 
 
50 Koonz, Mothers in the Fatherland, 149, 181.  
51 Jill Stephenson, Women in Nazi Germany (London: Pearson Education, 2001), 28. 
52 Frauengruppe Faschismusforschung, Mutterkreuz und Arbeitsbuch: Zur Geschichte der Frauen in der Weimarer 
Republik und im Nationalsozialismus (Frankfurt/M: Fischer, 1981). 
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their youth and health care programs. One aim was to decrease infant mortality further by 
educating mothers to raise their infants and toddlers according to the newest scientific standards 
of social hygiene. Another aim was to strengthen the self-perception and confidence of mothers 
and help them to understand the importance of their work in the household and family for the 
entire nation.53 In addition, courses were offered by different Nazi organizations to train women 
to become better, more “rational” working housewives, a tradition that also had already started in 
Weimer Germany. Over a million women alone attended maternity schools established by the 
regime to train women to be “perfect” mothers and wives.54  
The Mother’s Day editions of the NS Frauen-Warte regularly included reports on these 
Reich Brides’ and Housewives’ schools.55 As one author, R. Ramsauer, stated in an article for the 
NS Frauen-Warte, one goal of Reich Housewives’ schools was to ensure that the numbers of 
good mothers increases while the “dysfunctional, irresponsible mothers die out [aussterben].”56 
The courses at these schools not only taught women the basics of running a household in an 
efficient and scientific way, which included cooking, sewing, child care, education, and home 
 
53 See as a local example, Karen Hagemann, “‘Rationalization of Family Work’: Municipal Family Welfare and 
Urban Working-Class Mothers in Interwar Germany,” Special Issue of the Journal Social Politics 4, no. 1 (1997): 
19-48. 
54 Koonz, Mothers in the Fatherland, 180. See also: Hildegard Schymroch, Von der Mütterschule zur 
Familienbildungsstätte: Entstehung und Entwicklung in Deutschland (Freiburg: Lambertus, 1989) 
55 See for example: B. Ramsauer, “Aus der Arbeit der ersten Heimmütterschule des Reichsmütterdienstes im Moor, 
Gau Weser-Ems,” NS Frauen-Warte 4, no. 23 (May 1936), 742; “Gelernt ist gelernt: Mit Bildbericht aus der 
Reichsbräute- und Heimmütterschule Husbäke in Oldenburg,” NS Frauen-Warte 8, no. 22 (May 1940); Erna 
Linhardt-Röpke “Im Dienst für die Mütter Großdeutschlands,” NS Frauen-Warte 9, no. 22 (May 1941), 358; 
“Mütterdienst. Dass große Werk in den immer schaffenden Müttern,” NS Frauen-Warte 10, no. 18 (May 1942), 
276-277; Lydia Reimer, “Mütterliche Kräfte strahlen auf Europa aus,” NS Frauen-Warte 11, no. 15 (May 1943), 
202-203; Enne Linhardt, “Vom Mütterdienst zum Familiendienst, von der Mütterschulung zur Müttererziehung,” 
NS Frauen-Warte 12, no. 9 (May 1944), 116-117. 
56 B. Ramsauer, “Aus der Arbeit der ersten Heimmütterschule des Reichsmütterdienstes im Moor, Gau Weser-Ems” 
742. 
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décor, but also indoctrinated these women in Nazi ideology. For example, the curriculum of one 
Heimmütterschule in Gau Weser-Ems included discussions of news and reports on German 
foreign policy, particularly the “threatened situation of Germany in the heart of Europe, a 
Germany without colonies, with long borders—which must be protected by the Wehrmacht, by 
their fiancées, husbands and brothers... The foreign policy work of the Fuhrer becomes work for 
her, for her home and homeland.”57 Evidently, these schools served a purpose beyond merely 
informational or educational—they were meant to instill the National Socialist worldview into 
these mothers, which would be passed down to their children.  
The Nazi cult of motherhood reached its high point with the symbolic policy of the 
Honor Cross of the German Mother (Ehrenkreuz der Deutschen Mutter), rewarding mothers for 
their service to the state in bearing and raising children. First awarded in December 1938 at large 
ceremonies attended by Nazi dignitaries, this cross came in three grades: bronze, for mothers of 
four or five children; silver, for six or seven; and gold, for eight or more children.58 These were 
the highest honor conferred upon German mothers in the Third Reich.  
Of course, the racist and pro-natalist population and family policy of the Nazi regime did 
not provide such benefits and assistance to all German women, but rather those who fit their 
racial, political, and social standards. While these policies evidently intended to increase the birth 
rate and incentivize marriage and motherhood, only the “right” kind of Germans were meant to 







58 Stephenson, Women in Nazi Germany, 31. 
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Mothers of the Volk  
 
“The conscience of the German Volk rests in its women’s hearts” wrote the Reich 
Women’s leader Gertrud Scholtz-Klink in her book Über die Stellung der Frau im 
nationalsozialistischen Deutschland (On the Position of Women in National Socialist 
Germany).59 Despite the insistence on returning women to the home and barring them from the 
public sphere, several developments occasioned and encouraged the extension of women’s 
influence and work outside of the home. While some of these developments were tied to Nazi 
ideology on women, many were also fostered by the reality of most women who did not belong 
to the middle- or upper-class. Working class women, single or married, usually had to work and 
contribute to the household income. Most obviously, the economic situation of interwar 
Germany necessitated women’s participation in the labor force. Contrary to the rhetoric of Nazi 
ideology, it was not feasible to force all German women out of the work force. Women’s labor 
was much cheaper than men’s, and therefore many employers needed female labor to remain 
competitive. With the advent of the Second World War, German women’s employment outside 
of the home increased further. In 1925 the percentage of women in the economically active 
population was 35.9 percent, in 1933 it was 35.6 percent and in 1939 it reached 37.5 percent.60 In 
1939 already 50 percent of all women between the ages of 15 and 60 were employed fulltime 
outside the home. Additionally, the percentage of single women, defined as never married, 
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divorced, and widowed, in the workforce had increased from 74 percent in 1915 to 77 percent in 
1939.61 
An ideological development also expanded women’s opportunities to work outside the 
home: they were needed in service of the greater German Volk. Women, according to Nazi 
ideology, were no longer simply in charge of their own nuclear family; they were now 
responsible for the strength, integrity, and continuation of the German Volk. Their first and 
foremost task was to give birth to children to strengthen the nation. Much of the rhetoric 
surrounding German women as “mothers of the nation” emphasized the purely biological role of 
women in ensuring the physical repopulation of the German nation. In admonishing women to 
bear children for the future of the nation, Nazis often infused their rhetoric with militaristic 
tones. Just as male soldiers fought for the preservation of the homeland, so too fought women a 
“battle for births.” Hitler said as much in his speech to German women at the 7th Party Congress 
in Nuremberg in 1935. “The woman,” Hitler stated at the party rally, “also has her battlefield. 
With every child that she brings into the world, she fights her struggle for the nation.”62 Nazi 
population policy expert Paul Danzer went further, arguing in 1940, one year after the Second 
World War had started, that “A military or political victory over our enemies would be only half 
the battle, and could not guarantee Germany’s future or the Führer’s work. The decisive factor is 
the victory of life. And that is in the hands of our women and mothers.”63 
The slogan for Mother’s Day in Nazi Germany in 1944, “Mothers, you carry the 
Fatherland,” accordingly emphasized the biological significance of women to the German 
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nation.64 The word “carry” contains a double meaning in this sense, referring both to women’s 
physical carrying of children during pregnancy, as well as a more symbolic notion of supporting 
the entirety of the German nation. Such double meanings crop up often in Nazi discussions of 
women, collapsing the distinction between physical and symbolic, nuclear family and German 
Volk. As Gertrud Scholtz-Klink stated already in her speech at the 1934 NSDAP party rally, 
“The conscience of the German Volk rests in its women’s hearts, just as the Volk rests in their 
Schoss.”65 Schoss can be translated as both womb and, more figuratively, bosom. The family in 
Nazi Germany was considered the foundation of the nation, the “germ cell” of the Volk, and the 
mother, as the guardian of the family, was therefore the guardian of the Volk. 
As these quotations suggest, beyond this biological role lay an equally significant social 
role for German mothers. Their duties did not end once they brought a healthy Aryan child into 
the world. Rather, they were tasked with ensuring the dissemination of German values and 
customs to their children. As the future leaders and citizens of Germany, children needed to be 
instilled with a love and admiration for the fatherland and its culture from a young age. This task 
naturally fell to German mother as educators in their home, but also to single women who 
worked in education, health care, and welfare. Paul Danzer emphasizes the role of women in 
building the foundation of Germany’s future: “It is our women who are the foundation of 
Germany’s future, who build it stone by stone through fine German children. Here are the values, 
here the right to life of our people. Our children are the river that carries German feeling, 
German thinking, German accomplishments, and the German will through the centuries.”66  
 
64 Gertrud Scholtz-Klink, “Mütter ihr tragt das Vaterland,” NS Frauen-Warte 12, no. 9 (May 1944), 115. 
65 Scholtz-Klink, Die Frau im Dritten Reich, 493. 
66 Danzer, “Das Leben muß siegen,” 289.  
 30 
German women also extolled this expanded responsibility, viewing the National Socialist 
movement as restoring honor and respect to the family, and therefore to the role of women more 
broadly. The influence of the German mother on the child, passed down particularly through folk 
songs and fairytales, infused the child with an appreciation for his or her German roots. As Enne 
Linhardt suggested in an article for the NS Frauen-Warte: “What intimacy speaks from German 
lullabies, what exceptional character from German fairy tales, what source of strength that comes 
from the living room of a proper mother, all of which accompany the young man throughout a 
lifetime!”67  Erna Günther, writing for the NS Frauen-Warte in 1934, expressed the appeal of the 
traditional femininity espoused by the National Socialists, as it emphasized the significance of 
the mother in safeguarding and nurturing the nation: 
Do you realize that the face of a people is formed by the family? The family receives 
both its outward and inward characteristics through the woman... We want to lead our 
children, our whole people, back to this primal source of strength... Through our clothing, 
the food we prepare, our homes and our spiritual needs, we will transmit our attitude 
toward life to our family, and therefore to the state. The education of the youth is in our 
hands. Though our spirit, they become part of the nation.68 
 
In such a way, motherhood took on an expanded significance and reverence under the Nazis. 
While the men concerned themselves with the day-to-day tasks of politics, the economy and 
foreign affairs, women were busy creating and shaping the German future. 
This social-mothering role also expanded to encompass occupations that were deemed 
feminine, or in which women were able to fulfil their role as cultural educators more broadly. 
Evidently, according to Nazi ideology, policy and laws most of these occupations were only 
open to unmarried women. Young and single women were encouraged to work in social welfare 
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occupation such as nursing, teaching, and childcare, although these professions were mainly 
available for middle and upper class women, as they required greater education and professional 
training.  
Nazi women’s organizations, such as the Bund Deutscher Mädel (BDM), the NS-
Frauenschaft, the Deutsches Frauenwerk, the Reich Labor Service (RAD), and the National 
Socialist Welfare Organization (NSV), helped facilitate the access to training and employment of 
women in such “womanly” occupations. The NS-Frauenschaft and the Deutsches Frauenwerk 
served as the political organizations for German women during this time period, and were 
responsible for helping to train female personnel, organizing maternity services (Mütterdienst), 
and organizing assistance for those less fortunate in Nazi society. Accurate membership numbers 
for the BDM and other women’s organizations prove difficult to attain, given that they stem from 
Nazi sources. However, according to statistics compiled by Ruth and Robert Kempner in 1944 
for President Roosevelt’s “M” Project and later used in the Nuremberg Trials, in 1944 roughly 
four million girls from ages ten to twenty-one were members of the BDM. At the same time, 
some three million women were members of the NS Frauenschaft or the Deutsches 
Frauenwerk.69  
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The work of these female organizations coincided with the efforts of the NS-People’s 
Welfare Organization (Nationalsozialistische Volkswohlfahrt, or NSV). Originally started as a 
local welfare organization in 1932, the NSV grew into one of the largest organizations in 
Germany by 1938, responsible for child care, health and medical services, and promoting Nazi 
family and population policies.70 The NSV also worked closely with the Reich Labor Service 
(Reichsarbeitsdienst, or RAD) to send girls into mostly rural areas to help families with farm and 
housework, work in kindergartens and give mothers time to rest. Similar to these other 
organizations, the Reich Labor Service served a two-pronged purpose: first, to help address 
unemployment issues, and second, “to educate the German youth in the spirit of National 
Socialism.”71 While Labor Service became compulsory for men beginning with the Reich Labor 
Service Law of June 1935, the Women’s Labor Service (Reichsarbeitsdienst für die weibliche 
Jugend, RADwJ) remained voluntary until the outbreak of the war in September 1939.72 
However, from 1934 onwards, six months of service was a prerequisite for female students to 
attend university.73 The service period for women was extended from the original six months to 
twelve months, and then extended again to eighteen months in 1944. It was only after the shift 
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towards compulsion, and the extension of the service period, that the RADwJ reached its peak 
membership of 150,000 women in December 1943.74 
While these organizations were subordinate to male leadership in the party apparatus, 
they all simultaneously afforded women a certain level of autonomy and opportunity for greater 
involvement in the Nazi regime outside of the confines of the home. These opportunities were 
most evident as the Nazi state mobilized for the war effort, requiring women to participate in the 
public sphere and take on expanded roles and responsibilities. Evidently, while the National 
Socialist ideology intended to circumscribe women’s employment and educational opportunities, 
in reality it was not able to do so because of economic and military needs. In addition, its own 
ideology simultaneously opened up new opportunities for women as mothers in their own 
families, as well as mothers of the German Volk. The latter particularly helped increase the 
professional opportunities available to young and single women. The instrumentalization of 
women’s capacity as bearers of German culture, particularly as it relates to the relationship 
between Reich German women and the greater German nation during the Second World War, 
will be explored in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER 2: FOR A NEW FUTURE IN THE GERMAN EAST 
 
Germany is everywhere where German hearts beat and German tongues speak. 
Auguste Mohrmann, September 193575 
 
 
This notion of an expansive Germany that extended beyond national borders informed 
Auguste Mohrmann’s work for the Reichsverband evangelischer Kindergärtnerinnen, 
Hortnerinnen und Jugendleiterinnen Deutschlands e.V. (Association of Protestant Kindergarten 
Teachers, Day Care Centers and Youth Leaders in Germany), which she founded in 1925 and 
directed until 1953. Mohrmann was involved with the German Deaconesses of the Kaiserswerth 
Association Abroad, and she often wrote of their work for the NS Frauen-Warte. Her idea of 
“Germanness” as defined by culture and language and based in the domestic sphere was shared 
by many women who became active in the “Germanization” of the Eastern Europe, which was 
perceived as an important project to secure the future of the German Reich.  
As the article by Auguste Mohrmann indicated already in 1935, several years before the 
start of the Second World War, the glorification of the domestic sphere and emphasis on 
women’s roles as “mothers of the German Volk” extended in the public discourse beyond the 
boundaries of the Reich to encompass the ethnic German (Volksdeutsche) communities in 
Eastern Europe. The Volksdeutsche women were presented as the Reich German women’s 
counterparts, responsible for keeping German culture and customs alive in German families and 
communities outside the Reich. The ability of Volksdeutsche to retain their German culture 
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amongst “inferior” and “savage” Poles came to occupy a central concern for Nazi officials, as 
these ethnic Germans were to serve a key role in the establishment of the intended German 
homeland in the East. 
Nazi women’s propaganda, including the NS Frauen-Warte and Das Deutsche Mädel, 
dedicated significant space in their magazines to this issue even before the outbreak of war. Their 
articles focused largely on ethnic German women and children, emphasizing the domestic sphere 
as the site of the expression of Germanness, even outside of the Reich. By focusing on the 
landscape/agriculture, domestic décor, and language, among other aspects, the two magazines 
emphasized the domestic sphere as a marker of German identity. They argued that just as Reich 
German women fostered Germanness in their own homes and among their own children, ethnic 
German women generated Germanness in their own communities outside the Reich, despite the 
danger this posed as a minority in a foreign country. As a result of the supposed cultural 
influence of ethnic German women, who had retained their Germanness and passed it along to 
their family, Volksdeutsche homes and communities in Eastern Europe clearly stood out from the 
Polish or Slavic surroundings, according to Nazi propaganda.  
In this way a racist discourse permeated the articles in the Nazi magazines for girls and 
women, painting the “superior” German culture and order of the ethnic Germans as diametrically 
opposed to the “primitiveness” and “filth” of the Slavs and Poles. Discussions of ethnic German 
homes surrounded by lush, well-tended gardens in the midst of Slavic disorder cannot be read 
without conjuring up Zygmunt Bauman’s idea of modernity’s “garden culture.” As Bauman 
writes in his essay “The Uniqueness and Normality of the Holocaust”: 
Modern culture is a garden culture. It defines itself as the design for an ideal life and a 
perfect arrangement of human conditions... It classifies all elements of the universe by 
their relation to itself. This relation is the only meaning it grants them and tolerates... 
Weeding out is a creative, not a destructive activity... People tainted with ineradicable 
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blight of their past or origin could not be fitted into such an unblemished, healthy and 
shining world. Like weeds, their nature could not be changed.76  
 
Eastern Europe, in Nazi ideology, was to become one large garden for the Aryan race, free from 
the “weeds” that were the “inferior” Slavic people. The ethnic Germans thereby provided the raw 
material for the garden, allowing Germandom to take root and flourish in this future German 
homeland. Especially in 1938 and 1939, Nazi women’s propaganda stressed the need to help the 
Volksdeutsche in the East. It depicted ethnic German minorities in Eastern Europe as victims in 
order to garner support for foreign expansion and war in the name of “rescuing” them. The focus 
of these narratives were often ethnic German women and children. In this way,  propaganda 
feminized and infantilized the Volksdeutsche outside the borders of the German Reich. 
The role of ethnic Germans in Nazi propaganda has largely been explored in relation to 
the outbreak of war on September 1, 1939 with the German invasion of Poland. Doris Bergen, 
for example, has revealed how the NSDAP utilized often exaggerated accounts of violence 
against ethnic Germans in Czechoslovakia and Poland in order to “prepare a hesitant German 
populace for aggression against its neighbors and eventually for war.”77 Other studies detail the 
ways in which ethnic German communities were instrumentalized in order to serve Nazi foreign 
policy goals, providing justification for German territorial expansion.78  
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The following section, after a brief overview main concepts, analyzes portrayals of ethnic 
German communities in Nazi propaganda directed at women before and after start of the Second 
World War, focusing specifically on the attention given to ethnic German women and the 
domestic sphere. In representing Volksdeutsche women as the counterparts to Reich German 
women in their central role as “bearers of Germandom,” Nazi propaganda attempted to foster 
care and concern for ethnic German communities as part of the greater German Volk. This not 
only served the immediate foreign policy goals, such as attempting to legitimize the German 
invasion of Poland in September 1939, but also larger expansionist aims that envisioned a greater 
German Reich that spanned across Eastern Europe. Women’s propaganda also drew connections 
between Reich German and ethnic German women to emphasize the importance of women in the 
broader racial and ideological struggle. German women, whether living within Germany’s 
borders or existing as part of a minority in a foreign country, played the crucial role of 
cultivating and reinforcing Germanness both in their families and in their larger communities. 
The German Ostsiedlung and Nazi Claims of Lebensraum in the East  
 
In the aftermath of World War I and the Treaty of Versailles, approximately ten million 
ethnic Germans lived in Europe outside Weimar Germany’s new national borders.79 The 
presence of some of these German minorities in foreign lands extended back to German 
conquests and colonization of the Middle Ages, while others found themselves caught up in the 
drawing and re-drawing of national boundaries during the Age of Empire. The Treaty of 
Versailles marked another separation, as Germans in territories formerly belonging to Germany 
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and Austria-Hungary joined pre-existing German minorities in the countries of Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and Romania, among others. Despite being physically cut off from the 
body of the German nation, these Volksdeutsche continued to belong to the imagined spiritual, 
mystical body of the German Volk which extended across national borders, in the ideology of 
conservative German nationalists and National Socialists. 
The German term Volk was sometimes used interchangeably and sometimes parallel to 
the term Nation in Weimar Germany. The main difference in respect of the term Nation, 
reaching back to the early nineteenth century, was that between “Kultur-“ and “Staatsnation.” 
For most conservatives since the early nineteenth century, Germany was as “Kulturnation” based 
on heritage, language, culture and mores. During the nineteenth century, radical nationalists 
increasingly combined the idea of a German “Kulturnation,” with anthropologically based racist 
ideas. Since the turn to the twentieth century these nationalists, and later the Nazis, used the term 
“Volk”, interchangeably with “Nation” and combined the notion of a German “Kulturnation” 
with the racist idea of the German Volk/Nation as a community of Aryan German people 
connected by blood. They frequently referred to the German “Volkskörper” and 
“Volksgemeinschaft.”80 This ideology bound Reich Germans and ethnic Germans together in one 
Volksgemeinschaft, no matter how many years had passed since they (or their ancestors) had left 
the Reich, or how much distance separated them from Germany’s borders.81 
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The National Socialists were not the first Germans to promote and seek the realization of 
the idea of a greater German Reich, one that expanded to incorporate all these ethnic Germans 
into the territorial folds of the nation. In the nineteenth century much of the history concerning 
German settlement in the East was rewritten or repossessed to suit the needs of nationalists, and 
to legitimate German claims to these territories. German nationalists would utilize this medieval 
settlement and colonization to suggest their desire to colonize Eastern lands was not outright 
conquest, but instead the recovery of formerly German lands. What such nationalists often 
disregarded, however, was the presence of native populations in these territories prior to, or 
coinciding with, German settlement. While many of the first German settlers had moved 
eastward in search of land and opportunity in the Middle Ages, many more had been invited by 
the nobility of such countries as Poland and Russia. These kings, queens, and princes offered 
German settlers special economic and political privilege in return for settling and cultivating 
their territory.82 Therefore, Ostsiedlung was not the result of an innate German “drive to the 
East,” but rather part of a broader movement of populations resulting from political and 
economic motivations.   
Radical German nationalists and National Socialists not only ignored the history of the 
Ostsiedlung, they also downplayed, or laid claim to the cultural achievements of the native 
populations in the East. The Germans colonized these eastern territories, according to pan-
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Germans, and also played a key role in civilizing the area, introducing German culture and 
industry to what they considered the “wild” and “primitive” East with its “Slavic populations.” 
In their historical narrative, the Germanic tribes and German settlers that remained in these 
“colonized” territories preserved Germany’s entitlement to this land, despite the primary 
settlement of Slavic people in these areas. Already in Weimar Germany right wing nationalists 
and National Socialists drew upon these ideas and discourses in their campaign for Lebensraum 
in Eastern Europe. 83 
The 1919 Treaty of Versailles occupied a central position in the nationalist claim for a 
German Lebensraum in the East since the early 1920s, not only because it significantly altered 
the national borders and ethnic make-up of European countries, but also because it introduced 
the notion of the “self-determination” (Selbstbestimmung) of nations. As a result of the peace 
treaty, Germany lost almost 13 percent of its territory, including Alsace-Lorraine, the Saarland, 
Danzig, parts of East and West Prussia, Posen, Upper Silesia, and 10 percent of its population, 
which was between 6.5 and 7 million people.84 The territorial losses in the East generated the 
greatest and sharpest German opposition, as a large German minority remained in many of these 
new territories, particularly in the former West Prussia, Posen and Upper Silesia, which Poland 
now claimed. Nationally minded Germans viewed this new, powerful Polish state as a product of 
Germany’s defeat, resulting in greater hostility toward, and suspicion of, the Polish minority that 
populated the eastern borderlands of the Reich.85 
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In order to contest Slavic rule over these lands, the radical nationalists and National 
Socialists emphasized the supposedly “primitive” and “barbaric” nature of Slavic people and the 
“civilizing” process that had occurred under German settlement. Such a racist discourse, 
contrasting the “dirty” and “lazy” Slavs, incapable of order and innovation, with the  “civilized” 
and “industrious” Germans, who are bearers of a “higher culture,” influenced German 
perceptions already in the 1920s. As one deputy county head (Vizegespan) declared in 1920 at 
the founding of a local German Cultural Association in Yugoslavia: “The German people were 
chosen to promote culture by divine providence. There is no people on earth to whom culture 
owes as much as the German, and providence has ensured that the Germans as culture bearers 
spread all over the world.”86 Twenty years later, this excerpt featured prominently in the 1940 NS 
Frauen-Warte article titled “A New Order in South-Eastern Europe,” alongside a quotation from 
Hitler that reads: “The strength of common blood is stronger than borders.”87 The Nazis were not 
the first to espouse the civilizing nature of the German people, and other colonizers too, like 
Britain and France, used the rhetoric of their “colonizing mission” since the eighteenth century. 
However, the Nazis, including the leaders of their women’s organizations, more explicitly and 
radically attached this “civilizing” mission to notions of blood and race. 
This notion of cultural and economic superiority of the “German race” (deutsche Rasse) 
and its role as a “bearer of culture” (Kulturträger) had a long tradition.88 Yet ideas about West 
and East, Europe and Non-Europe, center and periphery also influenced such conceptions of 
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German cultural superiority. The mental mapping of the world as divided between a European 
“inside” or center, from which civilization and progress emanated, and a non-European “outside” 
or periphery, which lacked creativity and stagnated, has a long tradition that reached back to the 
enlightenment and informed nationalist’s perceptions of both their own nation and Eastern 
Europe since the nineteenth century.89 At the eastern edge of what was considered “Europe,” 
Germany occupied a fraught and unstable position in this dichotomy. The proximity of the 
“savage,” “barbaric” East to German borders necessitated an ever more adamant stance in 
opposition to the “Slavic” East in order to work for inclusion in the “civilized” West. Larry 
Wolff examines such a delineation between Western and Eastern Europe, and the process that 
created this mental mapping, in his 1994 book Inventing Eastern Europe: The Map of 
Civilization on the Mind of the Enlightenment. As he argues:  
It was the Enlightenment, with its intellectual centers in Western Europe, that cultivated 
and appropriated to itself the new notion of “civilization,” an eighteenth-century 
neologism, and civilization discovered its complement, within the same continent, in 
shadowed lands of backwardness, even barbarism. Such was the invention of Eastern 
Europe... The Enlightenment had to invent Western Europe and Eastern Europe together, 
as complementary concepts, defining each other by opposition and adjacency.90 
 
Such conceptions of Eastern Europe as diametrically opposed to Western Europe, in terms of 
culture and development, evidently influenced German nationalist thinkers as they adopted such 
rhetoric of barbarism vs. civilization, progress vs. stagnation when discussing Ostsiedlung. The 
Nazis utilized existing prejudices regarding the East  and the “Slavic others,” and made them 
immutable by basing them on constructed racial difference.  
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Both before and during the Third Reich, Nazis utilized not only the tradition of the 
nationalist and racist discourse on Volk, Nation and Rasse since the nineteenth century, and the 
history of the Ostsiedlung for their claim of Lebensraum in the East, but also the fate of the 
Volksdeutsche who were separated from their Heimat. For them, these ethnic Germans were 
victims of foreign oppression who needed to be liberated. 
“Because they were German”: The Portrayal of Volksdeutsche under Foreign Rule  
 During the interwar period, Nazi propaganda stressed the spiritual and physical suffering 
of ethnic Germans outside the Reich. These Volksdeutsche, presented as martyrs persecuted by 
foreign powers solely for their German roots, provided Nazi Germany with an important 
justification for its intended territorial expansion. Instead of acting as the aggressor, Nazi 
Germany played the role of savior that protected the victimized Germans. As Doris Bergen 
asserts, by presenting the ethnic Germans solely as victims, “German propaganda implied that all 
Germans had been attacked, and the real aggressors were the Czechs, Poles, Jews, and their allies 
and backers.”91 In order to mobilize Aryan Germans inside the Reich to view these ethnic 
German communities outside of the boarders of the Reich as an integral part of the German 
Volksgemeinschaft, suffering as minorities in foreign countries, the ethnic Germans had to be 
presented as preservers of German culture and identity in the diaspora. Accordingly, ethnic 
Germans were victims of foreign persecution, but only because they proudly insisted on retaining 
their Germanness without succumbing to foreign assimilation.  
 A major propaganda push both predated and coincided with the Nazi invasion of Poland 
on September 1, 1939. This propaganda campaign sought to justify the Nazi invasion by 
detailing acts of Polish aggression and violence against the German minority of Poland in the 
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interwar years. While this campaign came to a climax with the Nazis’ infamous staged attack on 
a German radio station in Poland on the night of August 31, 1939, the campaign utilized many 
more incidents of “Polish aggression” in order to prime the German public for war with Poland. 
Bergen notes that “Evidence—real and inflated—of ethnic German victimization lent credibility 
at home and abroad to a fabricated account of an encirclement of Germany and conspiracy 
against Germanness, and it allowed Germans to take the moral and legal high ground.”92  
The August 23, 1939 installment of Die Deutsche Wochenschau, the newsreel series 
released in cinemas in Nazi Germany, provides one example of such propaganda. In this clip, 
ethnic German refugees who fled from Polish “terror” recounted harrowing tales of survival in 
the face of Polish “reprisals.” The newsreel focused particularly on ethnic German women and 
children, and each woman who was interviewed either carried a child or was surrounded by 
children. Even when male Volksdeutsche spoke, their voices were overlaid on videos of women 
and children. One woman began to speak of her husband, who was imprisoned by the Poles, but 
before she could finish she broke down into tears. Young children who had been separated from 
their parents were interviewed, reinforcing the helplessness and despair of these Volksdeutsche 
refugees.93 The pronounced emphasis on seemingly helpless women and children heightens the 
sense of suffering and victimization, forcing the viewer to empathize with these figures. Military 
commanders similarly “taught” German soldiers about Polish efforts to “polonize” ethnic 
minorities and other “treacherous acts” carried out by Poles and Jews, in order to prepare them 
for war. As Alexander B. Rossino noted in his study on the Nazi invasion of Poland, the mission 
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of German soldiers, as conveyed to them by their superiors, was to “wipe away the shame of 
Versailles and come to the aid of their ethnic German comrades who were victims of systematic 
Polish repression incited by anti-German and anti-Nazi Jews.”94  
While Bergen and Rossino focus on propaganda deployed by the German military and 
German Foreign Office, similar tactics were utilized in the Nazi propaganda on the home front. 
The illustrated magazines of the two leading Nazi women’s organizations, the NS-Frauenschaft 
and the BDM—NS Frauen-Warte and Das Deutsche Mädel—also published several articles in 
1939 and 1940 that spoke of the “monstrous blood sacrifice”95 made by ethnic Germans in 
Poland as they faced “endless torments”96 by “Polish subhumanity.”97 The September 1939 issue 
of Das Deutsche Mädel addressed the invasion and ensuing declarations of war in the opening 
column titled “The Real Reason,” by portraying Germany and Germans as victims of foreign 
aggression. The piece, prominently placed next to the table of contents for the issue, explained 
the reasons behind the outbreak of war: “England and France declared war on Germany not to 
stand by Poland but to destroy Germany, which they fear in its unity... In England and France, 
they do not fear the Führer, they fear the unity of the Führer and the people.” The other European 
powers declared war, according to the article, to hinder the reunification of ethnic German 
communities with the Reich, lending further credence to the notion that Nazi attempts to 
“reunify” Germans were legitimate and fair.98  
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Other articles in the same 1939 issue of Das Deutsche Mädel focused specifically on the 
struggles faced by ethnic Germans under foreign rule. According to them, Hitler and the German 
people were responding in self-defense, not acting as the aggressors. The article “Because they 
were German!” in this issue exemplifies such attempts at justification. An introductory note by 
Margot Jordan, the editor of the magazine, provides the context: 
The Führer has responded to the unbearable Polish terror beyond the borders, as well as 
to the increasingly dangerous attacks by megalomaniacal Poles on German territory. Out 
there our Wehrmacht is now fighting to secure our rights of life and to regain ancient 
German soil. Under the protection of the Greater German Empire, German people will 
soon be able to live and create here in peace and quiet.99 
 
Jordan recounts her experiences with ethnic Germans in a refugee camp and provides an 
exhaustive list of the numerous hardships they faced under Polish rule. While the “unscrupulous 
Polish and English press may try to deny the myriad of excruciating Polish abuse and atrocities,” 
the suffering of the ethnic Germans was evident on their “haggard faces” and in their moving 
stories. Accounts of women and children hiding in the forests to escape “murdering Polish 
gangs” combined with stories of young girls being pelted with stones and women being falsely 
accused and imprisoned by Poles were supposed to reveal to the readers of Das Deutsche Mädel 
the immense physical and psychological trauma these ethnic Germans experienced. According to 
Jordan, another woman had her child torn from her arms and killed in front of her by Polish 
soldiers. All these accounts spoke to the “suffering... injustice, blind hatred and destructive rage 
they had endured.” And, as the article asked, what was the reason for this mistreatment? It was 
simply “because they were German,” and “that was their only fault.”100 
 
99 Margot Jordan, “Weil sie Deutsche waren!” Das Deutsche Mädel (September 1939), 6.  
100 Ibid. 
 47 
Similar to the clip from Die Deutsche Wochenschau, this article foregrounds women and 
children as the primary victims of Polish “terror.” While men certainly faced similar “ill-
treatment,” women and children are emphasized in both the text and the accompanying pictures 
for a variety of reasons. On one level, it heightens the cruelty of Polish acts, as they preyed on 
the weak and defenseless segments of the ethnic German community—women, children, and the 
elderly. As a result, it justifies German intervention to protect Volksdeutsche from senseless 
violence, and precipitates a military response to the “never-ending chain of Polish atrocities.” 
However, on another level, this article speaks to the strength and perseverance of ethnic German 
women, and their devotion to their Germannness in the face of mounting dangers. These women 
persisted through physical and verbal abuse, hunger, cold, and other plights to protect their 
children and remain true to their German roots.  
The resilience of Volksdeutsche women became a reoccurring theme in many of these 
articles detailing the suffering of their communities under foreign rule. A poem reprinted in the 
issue from September 1939 of the Das Deutsche Mädel speaks to the apparent dedication of 
these ethnic German communities:  
We stayed true when Germany broke up/  
We stood strong in bitter dishonor/  
We from the Vistula and Warthe!/  
And what suffering befell us/... 
We did not complain, we kept the oath/  
and only grew in belief in Germany/  
We from the Vistula and Warthe!101  
 
This poem was also reprinted in the October 1940 issue of the NS Frauen-Warte, alongside a 
similar article professing the resoluteness of ethnic German communities in the East. In this 
article, titled “What do you know about the German East?” author Christel Otto wrote that these 
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“pioneers of German nationhood” experienced numerous hardships under Polish rule, but did not 
waver in their faith in Germany. Otto presented the example of a female ethnic German teacher 
who had taken it upon herself to continue the use of the German language in her town of 
Bromberg.102 She went from house to house to teach German mothers in their mother tongue, 
which the author noted was a dangerous task that carried the risk of arrest or punishment. 
However, the woman stated that she was never scared or afraid, but rather, she “always thought 
that [her] work itself, which was so important to Germanness, had to protect and preserve 
[her].”103 This teacher worked with numerous ethnic German women whose husbands and sons 
had been murdered by Poles, but, as she notes, “our women are strong women.”104  
Despite the protection of ethnic minority schools laid out in the minority treaties of the 
League of Nations following World War I, the majority of ethnic German children had to attend 
Polish schools in Poland.105 As a result, according to the Nazi women’s magazines, many of 
them only spoke “very broken German” since their parents did not have time to teach them. 
However, in various villages in Poland young girls, “on their own initiative,” began to sing 
German songs and to play German games with the children, as BDM leader Melita Maschmann 
reported in an April 1940 article for Das Deutsche Mädel. But Polish authorities soon intervened, 
 
102 Bromberg was also the site of what Nazi propaganda termed “Bloody Sunday,” which occurred during the Nazi 
invasion of Poland in September 1939. The number of casualties on both sides of the event (ethnic Germans and 
Poles) is disputed among historians, but Nazi officials used the violence against Bromberg’s ethnic German 
minority to warrant mass executions of Poles in retaliation. See: Richard J. Evans, The Third Reich at War, 1939-
1945 (London: Allen Lane, 2008), 8-9.  
103 Christel Otto, “Was weißt du vom deutschen Osten?” NS Frauen-Warte 9, no. 8 (October 1940), 115.  
104 Ibid., 116.  
105 “Article 8 of the Polish Minority Treaty allowed minorities to establish, manage, and control charitable, religious, 
and social institutions, schools, and other educational establishments at their own expense free from government 
interference and exercise their own language and religion freely therein. Article 9, however, limited state-
supported minority schools to regions where ‘there was a considerable proportion’ of non-Poles.” Carole Fink, 
“The League of Nations and the Minorities Question,” World Affairs 157, no. 4 (1995): 199.  
 49 
according to Maschmann, finding “pretexts to suddenly close the German children’s homes or to 
put the girls who played with the children under lock and key.” Yet the girls continued their 
efforts, under the realization that “the fight for the renewal of the ethnic group had to begin with 
the children, in order to succeed.” 106 The children’s encounter with their German roots is 
portrayed by Maschmann as almost a religious experience, calling up a German spirit deep 
within them that they did not know existed. According to her account, when ethnic German 
children in Lodz saw a map of the Greater German Reich for the first time, they stared at it with 
wide eyes and were transfixed by its vastness. Suddenly, unconsciously, the children began to 
sing, “first with uncertain voices, but then more and more fervently and cheering: ‘Greater 
Germany you are called.’”107  
Evidently, Nazi propaganda stressed the spiritual and physical suffering of ethnic 
Germans outside the Reich for two reasons. First, the apparent victimization and brutalization of 
ethnic Germans at the hands of Poles served to justify the Nazi invasion of 1939 as an attempt in 
to protect the Volksdeutsche. This primed the German populace to accept war not as an of 
aggression, but one of defense. Second, the emphasis on ethnic German suffering “because they 
were German” in some ways legitimized and “proved” the Germanness of the Volksdeutsche, 
pointing to the existence of a greater Volksgemeinschaft. As a result, these ethnic Germans were 
presented not as some amorphous group of strangers, but as the Reich Germans’ fellow national 
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Othering “the Slavic East”: The Racist Rhetoric in the Nazi Women’s Magazines 
 
 The rhetoric in the NS Frauen-Warte and Das Deutsche Mädel reflected the general racist 
ideology of the NSDAP and its juxtaposition of “barbaric Slaves” and “civilized Germans.” 
Articles published in these magazines, both before and after the start of the Second World War, 
emphasized this juxtaposition by focusing on the supposed superiority of the German “Rasse” 
and its history in the East. Specifically, these articles highlighted cultural and social differences 
between Germans and Slavs, as the areas of everyday life and society most clearly differentiated 
Germans from Slavs according to Nazi propaganda.  
Physical space, therefore, became a marker of civilization and a marker of ownership. 
Culture, architecture and décor functioned not only as physical manifestations of the “superior” 
German spirit, but also testified to the “profound” and “enduring” effort of German settlers, 
suggesting a claim to the territory. An article published in the NS Frauen-Warte in September 
1935 under the title “Danzig in Need,” written by Erika Meyer, began with a four-paragraph long 
description of the German architectural style in Danzig, “once a proud Hanseatic city.” 
According to the Treaty of Versailles, Danzig was technically a semi-autonomous city-state 
under protection of the League of Nations with a population that was 96.5 percent German. 108  
Danzig was thus, for Meyer, the “German outpost in the East.” Its houses were “landmarks of 
German industry, German art, and German spirit,” and “every stone in Danzig knows the 
German language and the diligent, German hand.”109 Meyer’s article suggests the ways in which 
Germans attempted to claim cultural ownership of the city by pointing to its long history as a 
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Hanseatic city, which flourished under German leadership since the late Middle Ages and was 
inscribed in its architecture.  
After the German invasion of Poland, the NS Frauen-Warte and Das Deutsche Mädel 
published numerous reports from the occupied territories of Poland. Many of these explicitly 
contrasted the Germanic and Slavic “races,” emphasizing what they considered the pitiful state 
of formerly German areas that had fallen under foreign control after 1919. Such articles and 
rhetoric served to “prove” German superiority and the German right of “Lebensraum” in the 
East. An issue of the NS Frauen-Warte from October 1940 dedicated a six-page spread to the 
discussion of the history, the land, and the people of the newly created Reichsgaue Danzig-West 
Prussia and Wartheland, highlighting the fundamental differences between German and Polish 
rule according to its author Christel Otto. In this article entitled “What do you know about the 
German East?” Otto first detailed the history of the territory, establishing the colonizing 
influence and presence of Germans while attempting to undermine Polish claims to it. She 
suggested that the Poles never conquered or fought for land—“the Slavs invaded” again and 
again “without effort and without fighting.”110  Instead, each time they came to rule, it was the 
result of the Germans willingly leaving, or other European powers giving Poland the land 
through the Treaty of Versailles. She also pointed to the supposed  “inability of Poles to form a 
state”, their “incompetence,” and their “hatred of the performance of German people.”111 Otto 
failed to acknowledge, unsurprisingly, the impact of the numerous divisions of Poland at the end 
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of the eighteenth century on Polish state-building attempts.112 This article is one example how 
the Nazi propaganda deployed history, or similarly ignored it, to serve nationalist interests. 
The juxtaposition between the dirty “polnische Wirtschaft” (Polish economy) and neat 
“deutsche Kultur” (German culture) becomes most prevalent in articles following the 1939 
invasion of Poland, which repeatedly emphasized the recovery of “formerly German lands” and 
the restoration of markers of German identity. The towns and cities of occupied Poland often 
bore, according to the magazines’ reports, the “stamp of Polish ‘culture’” denoted by small 
shacks or shanties (Elendshütten), poor roads, and inescapable filth or dirt. Such reports 
reassured the readers, however, that immediately following German occupation such Polish 
traces were “obliterated.”113 According to an article published in June 1940 in Das Deutsche 
Mädel after the visit of the BDM-Reich Leader (Reichsreferentin) in East Upper Silesia, out 
from under the dreary landscape and dirt arose clean, cozy German homes, surrounded by 
budding gardens and fertile fields.114 Three month later, in September of 1940, another article in 
Das Deutsche Mädel informed its readers about the signs of “German industriousness” in “The 
new Heimat in the East.” According to the author Minni von Seitmann, houses in the Warthegau 
already revealed signs of “German diligence” only one year following the German invasion of 
Poland: “every house is surrounded by a flowery, well-tended garden, and everything, despite its 
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simplicity, makes a clean impression.” At first glance, the author commented, “one can see that 
this is a German village.”115  
Well maintained domesticity was a central and visible marker of “Germanness,” and was 
essential to the attempted Germanization of the occupied East. For instance, in a March 1941 NS 
Frauen-Warte article titled “The farm of a female peasant on the eastern edge of the empire,” 
Irmgard von Maltzahn praised a German farm in the district of Rippin (Polish: Rypin) in former 
Pomerania as a “brave, tough former outpost of Germanism, on one of these German islands of 
cleanliness, order and Heimfreude in the Polish world of dirt, sloppiness and blunt decline.”116 It 
was clearly not enough to simply populate the occupied territories in the East with ethnic 
Germans: the environment, buildings and homes also needed to become German and the ethnic 
German women needed to be educated to become good German housewives. 
The German Home in the East: Ethnicity, Domesticity, and the Family 
 
The domestic sphere played a central role in several articles on the East in the two Nazi 
women’s magazines NS Frauen-Warte and Das Deutsche Mädel. That domesticity, décor and 
cleanliness of a home reflected a national and ethnic identity was already a core belief of the 
middle class women’s movement since the German Empire, as Nancy Reagin demonstrated in 
her 2007 study Sweeping the German Nation: Domesticity and National Identity in Germany, 
1870-1945. The Nazis developed this idea further and made it a core part of their 
“Germanization” project of the East.117 One of the trailblazers of this idea in the Third Reich was 
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Theodor Oberländer, the director of the Institut für ostdeutsche Wirtschaft (Institute of the 
Economy of the German East). He emphasized the importance of the domestic sphere in the 
racial struggle between Aryans and “inferior peoples,” asserting: “The struggle for ethnicity is 
nothing other than the continuation of war by other means under the cover of peace. Not a fight 
with gas, grenades, and machine-guns, but a fight about homes, farms, schools and the souls of 
children.”118 For him, like for many others, the main components of “Germanness” were to be 
demonstrated and practiced in the home and within the family. Home and family were 
constructed in the Nazi ideology as the basis of state and society, functioning as a physical 
markers of “Germanness” for the resettled ethnic Germans. 
The supposed disarray of Polish homes featured prominently in many articles published 
after the beginning of the war. This alleged “Polish untidiness” was the foil for the apparently 
cultivating and orderly work of ethnic German settlers, especially settler women. An article in 
Das Deutsche Mädel from June 1940 presented the recollections of a German soldier’s 
experiences in Poland. In this piece, he recounted that the “proverbial polnische Wirtschaft 
prevailed in the houses,” as “bugs ran up and down the walls, and flies buzzed through the air 
filled with all kinds scents.”119 Another report published in October 1940 in the NS Frauen-
Warte described the situation in Gotenhafen (Polish: Gdynia) in Reichsgau Danzig-West Prussia:  
the “vermin [in the Polish houses] had to be dealt with by gas before German people could be 
accommodated there.”120 Similarly, a young woman from Swabia who worked with resettled 
Volksdeutsche in the Warthegau, referred to a Polish home in an 1941 article in the NS Frauen-
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Warte as a “Polish pigsty” (Polnischer Dreckstall). 121 Such reoccurring tropes of filth and 
disarray served to delegitimize Polish claims to the territory while simultaneously painting the 
area as ripe for an infusion of German culture and order. 
While dirt and filth are reoccurring themes in portrayals of Polish homes and buildings, 
the notions of tastelessness and garishness frequently appear as well. When scouting for a 
location for girls camp in the Warthegau, an article in Das Deutsche Mädel from May 1940 
reports that BDM leaders came across the former castle of a Polish count, now under the 
supervision of a German captain. While the surrounding area proves to be picturesque, the 
landscape is marred by the castle: “a square cube with a green dome as the crowning touch – one 
automatically thinks of a synagogue – or even a huge coffee grinder.” The women’s revulsion at 
the property does not stop there. They walk through an “ornate round festival hall,” to rooms 
decorated in “scarlet red, pink and an obtrusive teal,” to a “musty-smelling” private chapel. As 
the author notes, “there is a collection of tastelessness here, in front of which we German women 
are simply stunned.” While they were astonished by the garishness, they were not shocked that a 
Pole decorated the castle: “But as the Volksdeutsche know: ‘What do you want, that's how it is 
with the Poles.’” 122 This supposed garishness, tied up with notions of dirt and disease, became 
the direct opposite of German “Gemütlichkeit,” or comfort, and refinement.  
The Nazi women’s magazines reported that many resettled Volksdeutsche had to realize 
that their new homes in Poland bore a stamps of “Polish culture,” but were not dismayed about 
it. Rather, they supposedly welcomed what they believed to be the challenge of “revitalizing” the 
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land with German spirit and culture, in accords with Nazi ideology. One female settler in the 
Warthegau wrote in a letter, republished in the NS Frauen-Warte in March 1941, of the countless 
challenges she and her husband faced in their new home. She described the “constant struggle 
against the abandoned Polish disorder and neglect.”123 However, with their “courage and 
persistence,” the resettlers got to work repairing and renovating the farm. After “carrying the dirt 
out of the rooms for days,” painting the rooms, and building a new thatched roof she and her 
husband transformed the farm into a cozy, bright and clean German home. The “lean and 
neglected” cattle had begun to produce milk and bear calves, and the pigs that once looked like 
“skinny grey hounds” had begun to resemble pigs again. All of this, the author suggests, points 
to the “new life” that was stirring in the German East, both physically and symbolically. But 
perhaps most symbolic of this new life and hope for the future in the German East was the 
author’s concluding revelation: “I also have a new, young life in me. This first summer in my 
new home will bring me the greatest happiness, my first child.”124 German women evidently 
played key roles in establishing and cultivating the Germanness of the eastern territories not only 
as bearers of German culture and domesticity, but also as bearers of German children. 
The story of a Baltic-German family that resettled in a small town outside of Posen, 
reported in Das Deutsche Mädel in May 1940, provided the female readers with another example 
of hard-working ethnic Germans facing Polish “ruin.” The farm they inhabited was evidently not 
up to German standards: “the apartment is tasteless, primitive and incredibly worn, the cattle 
inferior and neglected, the farm buildings close to collapse.” While the farmer noted that it 
would be an “enormous task,” the Baltic German family had already been hard at work 
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rebuilding and repainting the stable doors and the gate, looking after the livestock, and planned 
to redecorate the living room with new wallpaper.125 Evidently, every aspect down to the minute 
domestic details such as wallpaper or decorations had to exude Germanness. The production and 
maintenance of physical space thus became racialized and came to signify one’s status as either a 
“civilized” German or a “savage” Pole.  
According to Nazi ideology, it was the task of Aryan German women as mothers, wives, 
educators, and health and social workers to take care of the home and families in the German 
Volksgemeinschaft, and to ensure the health and purity of the body of the German 
Volksgemeinschaft (Volkskörper). These women were understood to be essential to the 
proliferation and continuation of German culture. Similarly, ethnic German women were seen in 
the Nazi ideology as “bearers of culture” outside of the Reich. A 1935 conference in Dusseldorf 
concerning the work of the NS-Frauenschaft and Deutsches Frauenwerk, reported on in the NS 
Frauen-Warte, emphasized the importance of ethnic German mothers in both culturally 
strengthening and biologically supporting the German Volk. The conference on the foreign 
department of Deutsches Frauenwerk, which included remarks from the völkisch poet Maria 
Kahle, related the centrality of ethnic German women to fortifying Germanness: 
the German mother beyond the borders is the guardian and maintainer of the German 
home. The German settler women out there do not know how to say much about the 
German nature. But they live it daily from the depths of their German souls and their 
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With the same aim another author asked, “What would our construction work in the East be 
without our [ethnic German] mothers?”127 Women and girls preserved Germanism not only 
through bearing and raising German children, but also through using German language and folk 
songs, and creating kindergartens and schools for German children.  
One example was presented by Irmgard von Maltzahn in March 1941 in the NS Frauen-
Warte, in which she informed her readers about a home she had visited in the Rypin district of 
the Reichsgau Danzig West Prussia. The home on the “eastern edge of the empire” exuded such 
German culture that a visitor would “almost think that [they] have ended up somewhere in the 
old empire.”128 From the cozy furniture to the potted plants to the curtains hanging on windows, 
every aspect of the house displayed the work of a German housewife. Von Maltzahn described 
how the ethnic German woman meticulously set the table for dinner, taking out the porcelain and 
arranging everything so that the setting was one of “German sophistication.” However, the 
stories of hardship and suffering of the “strong motherly woman show you again and again that 
you are on a frontier post.” Von Maltzahn is transfixed by this woman who had “preserved 
herself in all wars, struggles and hardships, in all loneliness and trials as a German woman and 
mother and as guardian of her farm.” 
The example of this woman gives the author hope for the future of the German East 
following its occupation by the German Wehrmacht and its integration into the German Reich, as 
it is evidently in the hands of hard-working, loyal ethnic Germans. In order for the new German 
Lebensraum in the East, however, to become thoroughly German, it was not enough to simply 
leave the new ethnic German settlers to continue their old customs, manners and lifestyle. These 
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Volksdeutsche needed to profess the correct ideological and political orientation, to be racially 
minded, and to embrace and express proper German culture and customs. For this reason they 
needed thorough education and control, which was a task of Aryan German women and 








CHAPTER 3: MOTHERS AND MASTERS: 
REICH GERMAN WOMEN IN THE NAZI EAST 
 
They come as the first representatives of the Reich to the ethnic German resettlers, as 
representatives of the new German community.  
NS Frauen-Warte, April 1941129 
 
 
 This is how an April 1941 article in the NS Frauen-Warte, titled “For a new future in the 
German East,” described the German women and girls who helped with the settlement and 
education of ethnic German families in the new territories of “Greater Germany.” Between 1939 
and 1945, hundreds of thousands of Reich German women took on the role of working with the 
ethnic Germans in Reichsgau Danzig-West Prussia and the Warthegau as the “first 
representatives” of the German Volksgemeinschaft. Despite the proliferation of several articles 
suggesting the true “Germanness” of the ethnic Germans abroad for propaganda purposes, in 
reality their Germanness was in question. An interesting dichotomy comes into view when 
examining all of the articles discussing ethnic German communities in Eastern Europe. While 
these ethnic Germans were portrayed as racially-sound, nationally-minded Germans, they were 
simultaneously portrayed as deficient in their Germanness. They are presented as figures that 
require a reintroduction to and reeducation in German culture, language, and way of life.  
The portrayal of ethnic Germans as suffering under Polish rule simply because they held 
fast to their German roots clearly served a purpose, whether it was to justify Nazi foreign policy, 
or to encourage concern and mobilize support for ethnic Germans among Reich Germans. The 
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seemingly contradictory portrayal that suggested these ethnic Germans needed to be reminded of 
and reeducated in proper German behavior and customs also served a purpose, however. It 
emphasized the high standards of German culture and civilization, and further denoted German 
“superiority” over the “Slavic East.” Reich German women’s roles as spiritual “mothers of the 
German Volksgemeinschaft” called for their help in reeducating the ethnic German families, 
especially the girls and women. Such education was intended to reintroduce ethnic Germans to 
the high standard of proper “Germanness” that was to be demonstrated in all areas of everyday 
life, and which they had partly lost under “Slavic rule.” This work was envisioned as an outlet 
for their motherly, womanly instincts through which they could fulfill their role as “protectors of 
the Volk” beyond the boundaries of the Reich. As bearers of German culture, Reich German 
women had an important role to play in Nazi ideology for the preservation of Germandom both 
within Germany’s national borders and abroad. The Volksdeutsche, as a result, became targets of 
Nazi women’s educational and social work.  
More than simply resettling ethnic Germans, Nazi plans for Eastern Europe entailed the 
complete Germanization of these territories. The resettled Volksdeutsche were to play a crucial 
colonizing role as embodiments of German culture. The main components of Germanness, 
essential to the colonizing process, were to be demonstrated and practiced in the home and 
within the family. This importance given to the domestic sphere as the site of German expression 
made the inclusion of Aryan German women from the Reich in this process exceedingly crucial.  
Under the Nazis, “Germanness” included in its core, as discussed, a racial dimension in 
addition to heritage, language, customs, and manners. This cultivation of the “purity of the 
German Rasse” started in the homes and families. The ethnic German people in the East had to 
be protected and prevented from any further racial mixing with the “inferior Slavic peoples,” 
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because this would “undermine and pollute” the German Rasse. Women had the crucial task of 
not only instilling German values and traditions in the resettlers, but also enforcing a racial 
hierarchy in their thinking. In this mission to instruct Volksdeutsche to embody German Rasse 
and Kultur, the NSDAP granted women a prominent role that the female Nazi leaders readily 
accepted and claimed.130 
The following chapter will explore how German women were recruited and organized for 
work with ethnic Germans, what roles they took on, and how it was portrayed in the Nazi 
women’s magazines. This chapter seeks to answer the question of how the process of “building 
Germandom” played out on the ground, by examining both propaganda and organizational and 
administrative reports from the resettlement program.  
Mobilization and Organization of Nazi Women for the “Germanization” of the 
Volksdeutsche 
 
A variety of women’s organizations, including the Bund Deutscher Mädel, the NS-
Frauenschaft and the Deutsches Frauenwerk, were involved in mobilization of Nazi girls and 
women for the “Germanization” of the Volksdeutsche during the Second World War.131 They 
cooperated in this project closely with the Reich Labor Service (Reichsarbeitsdienst, RAD), 
which was the official state labor service, and the National Socialist People’s Welfare 
(Nationalsozialistische Volkswohlfahrt, NSV).132 
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Following the invasion of Poland in September 1939, these various organizations sprang 
into action to help with both the administrative tasks and social care required in the initial phases 
of the Germanization program. The Germanization of Poland was a multi-step process that 
entailed population screening to separate ethnic Germans from Poles and to ensure the racial 
quality of the ethnic Germans, expulsions and removals of “surplus” Poles and Jews, and the 
settlement of ethnic Germans and the Germanization of the land in both the domestic and public 
sphere. Women were to play crucial roles at several junctures in this plan. Whether it was 
preparing homes for ethnic Germans, assisting with the screening process, caring for ethnic 
Germans in resettlement camps, instructing ethnic Germans in proper hygiene, housewifery, and 
infant care, or working as kindergarten and schoolteachers, Reich German women played key 
roles throughout the resettlement process. Their task, in essence, was to mold the ethnic Germans 
into model National Socialists and ensure the complete Germanization of Poland.  
There were numerous channels through which German women, preferably single, were 
mobilized for this work in the occupied territories, and these organizations and programs often 
overlapped in both recruitment of women and their deployment and tasks in the East.133 Whether 
one was an older girl in the BDM, a female student, or a middle aged single professional female 
professional working in the health and welfare sector, she was called upon to serve the 
Volksgemeinschaft and do her part in consolidating German rule and culture in the newly 
occupied Eastern parts of “Greater Germany.” Young women from the BDM or the women’s 
Reich Labor Service in their Pflichtjahr (duty year), regularly found themselves working side-
by-side with older professional women in the NSF and the NSV.134 Although these women were 
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managed by different organizations, they all filled very similar roles: family assistants, 
settlement advisors, social workers, racial examiners, and teachers. These were all considered 
distinctly feminine roles, in which Aryan German women could influence, educate, and instill in 
the ethnic Germans culture and higher standards of civilization and modernity while 
simultaneously acting as supervisors and enforcers of the racial hierarchy. 
The BDM, NS-Frauenschaft, and NSV, ever eager to expand their fields of authority and 
influence, championed women’s activism in the East and played a prominent role in bringing 
German women to the occupied territories as advisors and teachers. In their recruitment 
propaganda, these organizations emphasized the notion of service and duty to the German nation, 
while simultaneously suggesting the possibility of self-fulfillment, independence, and adventure. 
The BDM exalted the work of its young female members, claiming a crucial role for 
them in the struggle of the greater German Volksgemeinschaft. In the January 1940 edition of 
Das Deutsche Mädel, Jungmädelreferentin (literally Young Girl Officer) Ilse Bäumler under the 
headline “Young girl, you have to become something industrious,” spoke to the Jungmädel 
(young girls) graduating from the Jungmädelschaft, which organized the 10- to 14-year-olds, to 
the Mädelschaft of the BDM. The Mädel were about to choose their career path, and Bäumler 
implored them to think of the importance of their work in the greater struggle for the German 
Volk. Bäumler emphasized that their strength was “urgently needed in agriculture and domestic 
service, in all nursing, social and educational professions,” especially in the “new fields of 
activity and job opportunities in the East.” She went on to state: “It must make you proud and 
happy to know that your strength is needed in the struggle for life of our German people...that 
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your skills in this great struggle are important.”135 Appealing to both their pride and their duty to 
serve the greater German community, Bäumler presented BDM girls’ work in the East as both a 
responsibility and an opportunity. It was a chance not only to help the war effort, but also a 
chance to prove one’s loyalty and dedication to the Volksgemeinschaft.  
In the summer of 1940, the BDM initiated the Osteinsatz (Eastern Service) for its older 
members, which attempted to recruit them for the aid and support of ethnic German settler 
families in both their daily labor and in the strengthening of their German identity. Additional 
aims of the Osteinsatz were to integrate ethnic German girls into the BDM and to serve as a 
training program for both BDM members and future leaders. The BDM tried to attract its 
members to this new program by making the offer that six months of Osteinsatz were considered 
equal to one year of mandatory Reich Labor Service.  At the outset, the BDM sent 1,400 
members and leaders from the Reich to the Warthegau in the late summer of 1940 to assist the 
Volhynian and Galician German settlers. 450 volunteers followed in December 1940; they were 
assigned to the Warthegau. In 1941, the program expanded to include around 3,500 participants. 
In relation to the large number of German girls who were required to be members of the BDM, 
the level of this mobilization for the East was modest. The BDM therefore also increasingly tried 
to use the Hitler Youth Land Service (Landdienst) to mobilize BDM girls for the service in the 
eastern territories as agricultural helpers and domestic assistants.136 
One year after the start of the war, Nazi women leaders also began to target female 
students in the recruitment drive for the East, and developed for this purpose a program which 
they called Facheinsatz Ost (Specialist Operation East). This program required mandatory war 
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work from all female students during the summer break of the universities, in addition to the 
RAD Pflichtjahr, which in 1938 was made a precondition for any woman’s university study. 
Female students in the Facheinsatz Ost, which began in summer 1940, could choose to work in a 
factory, on a farm, or with settlers in occupied Poland. Working in occupied Poland provided 
several incentives, including new and exciting experiences, the chance for vocational training, 
and a higher living allowance than that of factory or farm work. 345 women students participated 
in the first summer program of 1940, of whom 64 ran kindergartens, 203 attended to settlers, and 
78 teacher training students helped set up village schools.137  
The NS-Frauenschaft, the Deutsche Frauenwerk and the NSV also sought to expand their 
influence in the occupied territories and encouraged their members to view service in the East as 
both a national duty and an invigorating learning experience. For these organizations, the East 
was a training ground for their members, a space in which women could prove their aptitude, 
resourcefulness, and loyalty to the Nazi cause while developing crucial professional skills. The 
employment of full-time settlement advisors fell largely to the NS-Frauenschaft and Deutsches 
Frauenwerk, and the first settlement advisors were appointed in December 1940 in the 
Warthegau. By summer 1941 there were 168 settlement advisors, mostly single professionals, in 
the Warthegau, rising to 221 in 1942 before falling to 190 in 1943. This was a very small group 
in comparison to the 2.2 million members of the NS-Frauenschaft in 1939.138 
In the NS Frauen-Warte, the attempt to increase mobilization for service in the East was 
evident as more space was taken up in the years 1939-1945 by war updates and reports on 
women’s work in the East. These reports glorified work in the East, positing the importance of 
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women in the Nazi mission of purifying and strengthening the Volk. As Emmy Poggensee wrote 
in her 1941 an article, titled “Young Leader during the Osteinsatz in the Gau Wartheland”: 
Where would there be a better opportunity for young female leaders from other districts 
to prove their strength and exemplify the German manner and way of life than here in the 
heartland of Eastern Europe, where German spirit, motivation, and creative drive will 
have to overcome Polish barbarism, idleness, and aimlessness.139  
 
This statement points to a variety of themes running throughout articles on women’s work in the 
East, from the new and exciting opportunities available to women, to the emphasis on these 
women as leaders and “missionaries” in bringing Germanness to the East, to the racialized 
understanding of the settlement of the East, and the women’s role in upholding a racial 
hierarchy.140 
Other articles were more explicit in their recruitment attempt for service in the East. 
Another NS Frauen-Warte article by Emmy Poggensee from the same year titled “From the 
Diary of a Settlement Advisor in Gau Wartheland” included a note with concrete instructions for 
how to apply for the position of a resettlement advisor from the editor. This editor’s note read: 
If you want to become a settlement advisor, you can contact the Gaufrauenschaftsleitung 
personally or write to the head of the Gaufrauenschaftsleitung Wartheland, Posen, 
Robert-Koch-Str. 18th 
 
Requirements: readiness/willingness to work, politically and ideologically impeccable 
attitude, health and physical capability, if possible domestic and agricultural knowledge. 
Age: 25 to 45 years 
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Not only does this editor’s note reveal one channel through which the NS-Frauenschaft and 
Deutsches Frauenwerk attempted to recruit women, but it also indicates the type of women these 
organizations attempted to recruit: adult single women, ready to work, who were between 25 and 
45 years old, supporters of the Nazi movement and had domestic and agricultural knowledge. 
Political indoctrination was evidently important as these German women were to be role models 
and examples for the ethnic Germans in their attitudes and actions. As a result, ideological 
background and commitment was one of the main requirements of women who hoped to work in 
the East.  
An update on women’s work in the East in the winter of 1941 published in the NS 
Frauen-Warte similarly stressed the importance of a proper racial and ideological background, 
stating: “how necessary it is to find people for these Eastern territories, who are prepared from an 
inner vocation and have the ability to lead people and to be role models in a clear political and 
ideological attitude.”142 A brief article on the Hitler Youth Land Service also highlights the 
exclusivity of service in the East:  
Since the German rural woman has to perform particularly large tasks especially after the 
occupation of the East, it goes without saying that only the healthiest and best-character 
girls are accepted into the land service. A thorough medical examination, a certificate of 
good conduct from the responsible BDM leader and completed school education are 
therefore absolutely necessary for admission.143  
 
Evidently, not just anyone was allowed to work in the East on behalf of the Third Reich: only 
those who were supporters of Nazi ideology, and were willing to work hard in the service of the 
German Volk, could be entrusted with instructing the resettled ethnic Germans on proper 
political and racial attitudes. 
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In order to prepare the young women for their tasks in the East, and for their roles as 
“bearers of German culture,” training schools and programs were set up within Germany and in 
the occupied territories. In the June 1941 issue of the NS Frauen-Warte, Hilde Zimmermann 
explained the training process in an article with the subheading “Ready for the Deployment in 
the East,” noting that, due to the “the special circumstances and the unexpected tasks” a “careful 
selection and thorough preparation [was] necessary.”144 As a result, each and every woman 
deployed to the East was required to visit a training school established in Berlin to not only fill 
out the necessary paperwork, but also to ensure that they were healthy and able to participate 
constructively in the work.145  In addition to this more administrative work, the piece by 
Zimmermann informed its readers, women were also taught about the conditions and lifestyle 
they would face in the East. Practical skills such as handicrafts, cooking, and basic first aid were 
part of the instruction at such training schools, ensuring that the women were self-sufficient and 
resourceful, since they would often find “very simple living conditions” and “monotonous food” 
that didn’t fit with the notion of “modern, healthy eating.”146 Talks and presentations were led by 
men and women who had already spent time working in the East, giving an overview of the 
history and geography these countries as well as discussing the “the development of Bolshevism 
and its terrible effects, and of the suffering of ethnic Germans in the Soviet Union.”147 The 
political indoctrination was of particular import, continued Zimmermann, so that these women 
would understand the National Socialist mission in the occupied territories and also have an 
 





understanding of what the resettled ethnic Germans had faced during their years under “foreign 
rule.”  
A BDM Landdienst school set up in Münschendorf (today Miękowo) in Silesia served 
similar purposes, according to an article published in March 1940 in Das Deutsche Mädel. It 
prepared German girls for the work with resettled ethnic Germans in the Warthegau. The 
Landdienst girls were to play a key role in settling these ethnic Germans into their new lives and 
foreign conditions, forming the “cultural center for the Germans of the whole region.” “It goes 
without saying,” the unnamed author of the article titled “Landdienst in the East,” stated, “that 
only very specially selected girls are entrusted with this task and that they are very carefully pre-
trained for this work.”148 The training, according to this article, focused on questions of the 
German East, peasantry, economic factors, and “racial and population problems,” among other 
issues. The girls were also taught practical skills, and after this training, according to the article, 
“the girls will be able to do everything that service to the east of Germany demands of them.”149 
While the training schools and programs evidently served a practical purpose, teaching 
the women necessary skills and providing them with insight into the history of the land and its 
people, above all this training was meant to provide the women with a realistic picture of work in 
the occupied territories and to weed out those who would not be capable of handling the difficult 
and laborious work. As Hilde Zimmerman noted in the already cited article from June 1941 in  
NS Frauen-Warte: “[the training] prevents people from being misled about what awaits them in 
the East, and removes those who cannot cope with the immense and important tasks.”150 The 
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immensity and importance of the women’s jobs in the East was consistently emphasized in all 
articles about work in the East, imparting a weight and significance to the work that could appeal 
to others. “An incalculable abundance of tasks awaits the orderly, creative, and constructive 
forces of German people,” stressed Emmy Poggensee for instance in one of her articles in Das 
Deutsche Mädel, emphasizing the necessity of female work in the East, while simultaneously 
praising the apparent “orderly” and “creative” nature of the German people.151 These supposed 
characteristics of the German Volk were intended to be passed along to the resettled ethnic 
Germans through education about proper customs, particularly regarding childcare, cooking, and 
décor. Female settlement advisors and schoolteachers fulfilled this “womanly” task of imparting 
German culture and customs in the Nazi occupied eastern territories. 
Classifying Germans, Jews, and Poles: The Deutsche Volksliste 
 
The process of resettlement and Germanization required far more than simply rooting 
ethnic Germans in their new homes. It entailed the involvement of hundreds of thousands of 
people in the identification, registration, transportation, and finally settlement of ethnic German 
populations across eastern Europe. Concurrently, it also included the removal of Jews and Poles, 
a process that should not be lost alongside this racial restructuring of the East. In areas in which 
there already existed a large indigenous German population, resettled Volksdeutsche would 
simply help fortify the Germanness of the territory. The Warthegau, however, contained fewer 
indigenous Germans in the local population, and therefore became a prime place for the 
resettlement of both Volksdeutsche and Reich Germans. The first German ethnic groups to be 
resettled in western Poland came largely from territories that fell under Soviet control following 
the invasion of Poland in 1939 and according to the Nazi-Soviet pact. These first ethnic Germans 
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who “came home to the Reich” were the Baltic Germans of Estonia and Latvia, followed by 
Volhynian and Galician Germans from the Soviet-occupied territories of eastern Poland.  
First Posen and then Lodz in the Warthegau became the receiving centers of resettled 
ethnic Germans, acting as a central transit points for the resettlement operation. These transit 
points were ultimately not only involved in the resettlement of ethnic Germans, but also in the 
deportation of Jews. The Lodz ghetto, specifically, became a destination for the deportation of 
European Jews as well as a transit point in the deportations of Jews from the ghetto to 
concentration and extermination camps such as Chelmno.152  
The establishment and organization of resettlement camps for ethnic Germans awaiting 
their final resettlement fell to the Reichskommissar für die Festigung deutschen Volkstums 
(Reich Commissioner for the Consolidation of German Nationhood, RKFDV) and the 
Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle (Coordination Center for Ethnic Germans, VoMi). As historian Valdis 
O. Lumans argues, these camps became the counterparts to the concentration and forced-labor 
camps housing “subhumans” and “asocials”: “The two camp systems, both run by the SS, were 
manifestations of the Herrenvolk-Untermensch dichotomy.”153 Resettled ethnic Germans 
experienced three distinct types of camps, some set up in occupied Poland while others were 
established within the Altreich (pre-1938 Germany). The first type of camp was the transit camp 
(Durchgangslager), which typically served as a stopping point before the ethnic Germans were 
moved to assembly camps (Sammellager). In these camps, Nazi officials carried out the 
processing and screening of the ethnic Germans before determining their final placement. Final 
screening, however, occurred in observation camps (Beobachtungslager) in which ethnic 
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Germans resided for at least four weeks. During this time, the resettlers were observed for any 
signs of “political deviations or physical and spiritual deficiencies” that examiners may have 
missed.154 For those who passed these examinations, a final placement was determined and 
carried out. However, for those ethnic Germans that were found unfit for eastern settlement, 
these observation camps oftentimes became permanent homes.155 
A February 1940 article in Das Deutsche Mädel entitled “They are coming home to the 
Reich!” details the process of this “homecoming” of ethnic Germans from the Baltic, Volhynia, 
and Galicia. They were forced to wait in a “repatriation” camp in Lodz in Central Poland before 
they could be brought to their new homes in Nazi-occupied Western Poland. The author 
highlighted the sacrifice of these ethnic Germans, as many of them left behind “stately farms” 
and cultivated gardens to help “strengthen and support Germandom.”156 They answered the 
Führer’s call, and, as one ethnic German woman quoted in the article stated, “we were happy to 
come... the Führer has promised us peace and security and we trust him completely.” The ethnic 
Germans’ “unshakeable faith” in Hitler and greater Germany was often celebrated in Nazi 
propaganda, clearly representing the idealized unwavering commitment to the Nazi project 
expected of Reich Germans and ethnic Germans alike. Furthermore, these references to their 
diligence, and their loyalty to the Führer, marked them as true Germans for the readers. These 
social signifiers of Germanness, including a clear commitment to the German 
Volksgemeinschaft, were critical behaviors that separated Germans from non-Germans in the 
occupied territories, along with racial qualities.  
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A similar depiction of the “repatriation” camp in Lodz and its ethnic German inhabitants 
appeared in an article in the March 1940 issue of Das Deutsche Mädel written by Suse Harms. A 
correspondingly evocative title accompanies this piece: “A country becomes German again.” The 
article once more reinforced the German claims to the lands of western Poland. In both articles, 
the number of children of Volksdeutsche families was highlighted. Harm noted, “we can't help 
but think how good it will be in this vast country in the east if all these families with their six, ten 
or even fourteen healthy children find their homes here.” 157 The reproduction of ethnic German 
families was of evident import for Nazi officials, as the continued existence of German rule in 
eastern Europe depended on the proliferation of German children and an increase of the German 
population. These and other articles celebrate the biological capacities of ethnic German women 
as mothers, painting them as crucial to the Germanization of the East solely in their reproductive 
abilities. However, with their at once pro- and anti-natalist policy, the Nazis only wanted 
“racially pure” ethnic German mothers to have children. 
A crucial step in the resettling process was therefore the careful racial screening of the 
native and resettled populations to clearly identify and then separate Germans from non-Germans 
on the basis of blood. In order to fulfill the Nazi visions of the East as a German homeland and 
the bedrock for the new German Volksgemeinschaft, the Nazis had to ensure that the territories 
were occupied and inhabited only by those deemed racially fit for inclusion. As Otto Reche, a 
professor at Leipzig University and an “expert” on Rassenhygiene (racial hygiene), noted:  
The retention of foreign peoples and inhabitants of lesser racial value will result in a 
bastardization of the German settlers, which must lead to a consequential weakening of 
the strength of the German Volk and their cultural capabilities. The German people in the 
East should not be merely a linguistically ‘Germanized,’ hybrid population, but true and 
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pure German people. We do not need a bastard population there with Polish 
characteristics and Polish cultural incapability which is determined by blood!158 
 
Those who were not racially German in the eyes of the Nazis had no place in the new Nazi 
empire, because they could not be “Germanized” through education or inculcation.  
In order to carry out this ethnic screening in an organized and systematic fashion, the 
Nazis established the German People’s Register (Deutsche Volksliste, DVL) as the registration 
and classification system for ethnic Germans. Set up first by the provincial government in the 
Warthegau in October 1939, the DVL soon expanded to be utilized throughout the annexed 
territories in 1941. This system identified and evaluated individuals based on certain 
Rassenmerkmale (racial traits), political preferences, cultural practices, and other criteria.  
DVL divided the ethnic German population into four categories in terms of racial value: 
(1) Racially pure Germans with German (i.e. National Socialist) consciousness, who “actively 
participated in the ethnic struggle (Volkstumskampf)”; (2) Racially pure Germans without 
German consciousness, but considered capable of becoming true National Socialists and had 
“demonstrably preserved their Germanness”; (3) People with predominantly of ‘German blood,’ 
who were judged to have “abandoned” their German heritage, but were considered capable of 
being “re-Germanized”; (4) Persons with only some “German blood” or those who were 
assimilated to other nations, were unwilling to become German citizens or were considered 
unable to be “re-Germanized” and labeled as “renegades.”159 Those categorized as Group 1 or 2 
received German citizenship immediately, and were crucial to the construction of the East. 
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People in Groups 3 and 4 could only become full-fledged Germans again through “intensive 
educational work in the Altreich in order to be Germanized again.”160 Those in Group 3 were 
awarded German nationality, but not citizenship, while those in Group 4 were awarded “German 
nationality subject to revocation (Staatsangehörige auf Widerruf).”161 Those in Group 4 who 
refused to be re-Germanized were subject to “security measures,” and those considered 
antisocial, hereditarily inferior, or “politically burdened” were to be sent to concentration camps.   
Racially valuable members of foreign ethnic groups “recognized as Germanic,” such as 
Ukrainians, Belarussians, Czechs and Lithuanians, were also able to receive a Group 4 
designation.162 The DVL served to not only separate Germans from non-Germans, but also to 
establish a hierarchy among ethnic Germans in which the most racially pure and devoted to the 
National Socialist cause were to occupy the top of society.  
While the DVL certainly emphasized the racial qualities of the people it was intended to 
sort, other markers of ethnic identity evidently played a role in the screening process as well. 
Much of this sorting and processing depended on a simple question: Who is a German? But, as 
the resettlement process reveals, this question was not as straightforward as it seems. 
Germanness came to encapsulate, as already discussed, not only racial qualities, but ideological 
and political convictions, social involvement, and behaviors and customs, among other aspects. 
As historian Gerhard Wolf argues, it was “loyal behavior and not ‘racial suitability’ that emerged 
as the primary criterion” for determining Germanness.163 Next to the fundamental racial 
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preconditions, until 1941 Völkisch loyalty and an active willingness to serve the Führer and the 
greater Volksgemeinschaft, became defining aspects of Germanness too. This is evident in the 
DVL itself, with its emphasis on belonging to German organizations and active commitment to 
Germandom while under foreign rule.164 This active commitment to Germandom could be 
demonstrated through the language spoken at home, the types of school children were sent to 
(Polish or German), and the names given to children. Furthermore, as Wolf shows, much of the 
DVL’s process relied on self-reported information, allowing members of the native population to 
come forward and claim to be German to reap the benefits of belonging to the 
Volksgemeinschaft. As Wolf states: “applicants became increasingly adept at understanding the 
selection criteria employed and changed their strategies accordingly.”165 However, in March 
1941, the Interior Ministry issued a provision that broadened the criteria for inclusion in Group 1 
or 2 based solely on the fact of blood. As the provision states: “active engagement for 
Germandom is therefore not a prerequisite for entry in the German Volksliste. Even an 
indifferent or even a bad German remains a German.”166 
“Sweeping Away Polish Filth”: Preparing Homes for Ethnic Germans 
 
While even such “bad” Germans played an important role in the racial Germanization of 
eastern Europe, Nazi plans for Germanization entailed much more than simply the proliferation 
of “racially-sound” Germans. As the DVL suggests, racial purity without the accompanying 
correct cultural and political attitude was not as valuable in the strengthening of Germandom in 
Nazi-occupied Poland. These aspects of Germanization, which were to be practiced and 
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exhibited in the daily lives of ethnic Germans, often fell within the feminine spheres of education 
and domesticity. As a result, these “bad” Germans and all other Volksdeutsche came under the 
watch of Reich German women working in the Reichsgaue Danzig-West Prussia and Warthegau.  
 First, however, before women could start working with the resettlers, homes and farms 
had to be made available for the thousands of ethnic Germans being funneled into these 
territories. This necessitated the expulsion of hundreds of thousands of Jews and Poles from 
areas designated for German settlement, who were then forced into ghettos, labor camps, or the 
General Government east of the Reichsgaue Danzig-West Prussia and Warthegau, which 
essentially became an ethnic dumping ground for the Nazis. By 1941, the number of Jews and 
Poles expelled from only the Warthegau into the General Government had reached 261,500; by 
the end of 1943, this number rose to over half a million Poles alone from the Warthegau.167 With 
each successive influx of ethnic Germans came waves of expulsions and dispossessions for the 
non-German native population. As one article from Das Deutsche from February1940 
euphemistically stated: “In the vast area of conquered Poland, space has been created for many 
thousands of Germans.”168  
 German women were typically not present at such expulsions, as they were usually 
carried out by the local police and SS at night. However, accounts do verify that women at the 
very least witnessed these expulsions or their direct aftermath, and occasionally assisted with 
these procedures. Poles and Jews were given very little advanced notice of their expulsions, 
typically a few hours, to prevent them from packing up any more of their homes than a small 
suitcase of valuables. SS officers and female settlement advisors forced them to leave the most 
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crucial items for the new German inhabitants.169 As one BDM member Hedwig Ertl, who was 
recruited to be a teacher at a German school in Poland, recalled in an interview after the Second 
World War:  
The Poles were told to leave within a couple of hours and take a few possessions with 
them. They did not want to be resettled... I would say they were bitter, but I never 
experienced anyone who fought it, or threw stones or showed outrage. They went in 
silence...170  
 
Looking back, in the interview, she admits that she “never had the feeling of doing something 
that wasn't right.” 171  
Helga Schmidt Thrö, a member of the NS-Frauenschaft who became a 
Gaufrauenschaftsleiterin (Nazi Women Leader) in the Reichsgau Wartheland and worked there 
from 1939 to 1945, reported on her experiences in a letter written in 1984. She asserts that 
women were not involved with the settlement process, commenting:  “We had no business with 
the Poles, nor did we care for them personally, because in view of the state of war and the 
terrible atrocities that had previously occurred against the ethnic Germans, we kept a strict 
distance.” Although she claims she was never present at an expulsion, she provides interesting 
insights into the resettlement process. Schmidt Thrö explains why expulsions were often carried 
out at night, with little to no advance warning for the Polish inhabitants: “For reasons of secrecy, 
the relocations were mostly carried out at night and as a surprise. It was experienced at the outset 
that Poles who expected to be deported broke, hid or gave away their household goods, and that 
cattle were put aside,” so that the resettlers were forced to move into empty homes. While 
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Schmidt Thrö does concede that expulsion was a “harsh measure” for the Poles, she justifies it, 
stating: “firstly we were at war, secondly the Pole’s previous repression policy, their murders and 
atrocities resulted in harshness against them, and thirdly, space had to be created for the resettlers 
coming from the Russian sphere of interest!”172 For Schmidt Thrö, even in 1984, the Poles were 
not the victims in this series of events—the ethnic Germans were:  
Moving in was by no means a pure joy for [the resettlers], only the coarsest dirt could be 
cleared up in a short space of time... [The resettlers] often came to incredibly neglected 
dwellings, while they themselves mostly left well-tended and intact households and farms 
in their old homeland. And who liked to move into the houses of displaced Poles?173 
 
Schmidt Thrö’s letter points to a crucial role German women did play in the expulsion and 
resettlement process: cleaning and preparing the evacuated homes for the resettlers. 
Far from being completely absent from these sites of expulsion, women were routinely 
called upon in the immediate aftermath to prepare the homes for their new German inhabitants. 
In a 1943 propaganda video titled “Girls Leave the City,” young BDM volunteers are shown on a 
farm near Lodź sweeping, retrieving water from a well, and hanging a sign above a door frame 
that reads: “Bessarabian Germans, Welcome to the new Homeland.” The young girls then 
eagerly welcome the new settlers, a Bessarabian family arriving on a cart, offering them flowers 
and ushering them into their new home.174 While what happened to the previous owners of this 
property is never suggested in the film, their absence remains glaring, as it is evident that they 
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previous live of Poles in this region, shows the graves of ethnic Germans apparently killed by 
Poles. In this way, Poles are only presented as murderers and perpetrators.  
This task of cleaning the homes took on a symbolic and ideological significance as these 
women purged the houses of the “indescribable” Polish “filth” and “neglect.”175 A diary entry 
from October 1941, republished in the NS Frauen-Warte by Emmy Poggensee, mentions such an 
instance:  
The District Women’s Leader brought me a cart full of flowers at four o’clock in the 
morning, so we were able to decorate the rooms in which the resettlers were to be fed 
very nicely. The houses into which they were to arrive were previously freed from Polish 
dirt by women of the Deutsche Frauenwerk, so that everything was ready for their 
arrival.176 
 
In another article in the NS Frauen-Warte from 1941, Poggensee cites a female harvest assistant 
(Erntehelferin), who helped her youth group in the Wartheland. She too noted the extensive 
cleaning work that was supposedly necessary in a house following the expulsion of Poles, 
ascribing to them dirt and disorder and accusing them of stealing tools: “With thorough sweeping 
and mucking I started my work—it was indescribably dirty what the Poles had left. All the 
dishes, brooms and buckets of water of the surrounding farmsteads had been stolen by the 
Poles.”177 The needed “purifying process” is showcased in many articles, as there is a clear 
juxtaposition between the homes before and after German women “free them” from the “Polish 
dirt.”  
Similarly, former BDM leader Melita Maschmann reports in her autobiography published 
in 1963 in German, that in the summer of 1942, she and her RAD girls were often called into 
 
175 “Für eine neue Zukunft im deutschen Osten,” NS Frauen-Warte 9, no. 19 (April 1941).  
176 E. Poggensee, “Aus dem Tagebuch einer Ansiedlerbetreuerin im Gau Wartheland,” 294. 
177 Quoted in E. Poggensee, “Erntehilfe der Jugendgruppen im Wartheland,” 33. 
 82 
villages and towns outside of Posen after expulsions to prepare the vacated properties for the 
resettlers.178 The dirt and grime of these houses take the forefront of her recollection, as she 
constantly contrasts German “order” and “hygiene” with Polish “filthiness” and “disorder”: “The 
fact that most of the houses were filthy confirmed us in our arrogance: here were the results of 
the notorious ‘Polish management’ and we considered it high time that ‘orderly German farmers 
took over the country and the farms.’” Maschmann notes that her girls would have “refused to 
work in a German house which had sunk so low,” creating a clear divide between German and 
Polish domesticity. 179 Reich German women domesticated this process of Germanization by 
carrying out a figurative expulsion of Polishness from the homes in the Warthegau. Alongside 
the violent movement of Polish and Jews typically carried out by men occurred a similar, yet less 
brutal, process of eradicating traces of Polish or Jewish “inferiority” and replacing it with 
German “culture.” Despite this process’ non-violent nature, it was still an integral part of the 
Germanizing process in Nazi occupied Poland.  
Mothers and Masters: Educating and Policing Ethnic Germans 
 
The policing of domesticity in the homes of resettled ethnic Germans became a top 
priority for Nazi women working in the East. The production and maintenance of physical space 
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was racialized and came to signify one’s status as either a “civilized” German or a “savage” 
Pole. In terms of domestic décor, the settlement advisors urged the ethnic Germans to do away 
with “garish” Polish decorations. Poggensee reported in 1941 in the NS Frauen-Warte with 
special pride the fact that in none of her houses did “the usual and popular [Polish] paper flowers 
spoil the rooms.” The female settlers were also encouraged to do away with their “kitschy Polish 
picture frames.” Although this did not often occur without resistance, the ethnic Germans 
eventually always listened to the advisor’s advice, “especially when they [were] reminded that 
the Führer wants this country to become completely German and that its people should stand out 
from the Poles in their daily lives and homes.”180 While these domestic transformations may 
seem insignificant in the grander scheme of Germanizing the East, they reveal the extent to 
which the Nazis hoped to completely reshape the eastern territories. They wanted every last nook 
and cranny to exude German character and national identity, unwilling to allow even the smallest 
traces of Polish or Slavic culture remain.  
As a result, every aspect of the resettled Germans’ new lives was to reflect and reinforce 
their German identity, from their public social standing to their private habits and customs. As 
Gertrude Kapp, a leader in the Reich Labor Service, stated in an article for Das Deutsche Mädel 
from October 1940, the Labor Service girls began to understand the phrase: “Who is faithful on a 
large scale, must also be faithful on a small scale” as “camaraderie, responsibility, commitment, 
duty, honesty and inner freedom are expressed daily in the smallest things.”181 A 1941 article in 
the NS Frauen-Warte on agricultural aid in the Warthegau by Emmy Poggensee described the 
tasks awaiting women in the house and fields, but qualified this with the statement:  
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And yet, this work of their hands is not only what makes their work so important and 
necessary in the eastern country. Wherever an agricultural aid camp stands, there is a 
piece of Germany, German living, German singing, German creativity that must radiate 
into all the farms in the area where German people live.182 
 
This once again reinforces the notion that, while much of the women’s work was physical, even 
more of it relied on the mental aspects of instilling German culture and identity into the land and 
its people. This new order was based heavily upon the personal sphere as the root of 
Germanness, as each settler was required to fully embrace their German identity and nationality 
and express it in their daily lives.  
A continued emphasis on making the land and people completely German through both 
language and cultural practices runs throughout these wartime articles. One major sphere of 
influence was related to cooking. The NS-Frauenschaft organized cooking courses for the female 
settlers to teach them modern techniques ranging from canning and preservation to boiling and 
baking.183 As Emmy Poggensee observed in the article published in the NS Frauen-Warte in June 
1941 under the title “Young Female Leaders in the Osteinsatz in the Gau Wartheland”: “Most 
women did not know [how to can gooseberries] before. They were only a little suspicious when I 
showed it to them for the first time; but now they want to do it all and proudly show me the full 
jars and bottles when I visit.”184 Poggensee depicts the ethnic German women as child-like, 
proudly showing off their work to their teacher like a child in school. Poggensee took their 
excitement, pride, and willingness to learn from her as proof of how much confidence and trust 
“her resettlers” have placed in the work of German settlement advisor.  
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The Reich German women also played a key role in helping make clothes and diapers, as 
well as providing education in proper hygiene and infant care, thereby “modernizing” the ethnic 
German’s lives. One BDM girl on her Osteinsatz in the Warthegau, Helen P., cited in the article 
by Emmy Poggensee, recalls her “moving experience” of visiting with Volhynian Germans and 
instructing them in proper childcare.185 In an article for the BDM magazine Das Deutsche Mädel 
from 1942 Melita Maschmann recounted the numerous home visits she made with her Land 
Service girls to educate the ethnic German women, help with domestic duties, and distribute 
goods, such as children’s clothes sewn by the Labor Service girls.186 She detailed one of these 
home visits to a poor ethnic German family that lacked many basic necessities:  
A woman lives with her five children and her father in one room; she had no nappies, not 
even a tank top for her infant. He was wrapped in an old dark skirt. The other four 
children had whooping cough. They slept together in one bed... When we brought this 
woman infant equipment, she wept with gratitude. Every day she came to show us that 
the child was freshly bathed.187 
 
This gratitude displayed by the ethnic Germans for the Reich women’s work in the East prevails 
in many of the accounts presented in the Nazi women’s magazines of working in the East. 
However, these reports clearly served a purpose, and should not be taken as literal fact. Such 
reports were intended to motivate more female readers to do service in the East, and the gratitude 
of the ethnic German women was therefore one promised benefit of working in the East.  
Additionally, the relationship between settler and settlement advisor was, according to 
Nazi propaganda, a close, intimate relationship that allowed both parties to forge bonds over 
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shared experiences and hardships, which was sold as a rewarding experience to the readers. 188 
The women willing to serve in the East, so the Nazi women’s magazines promised, would not 
only be exposed to new opportunities and experiences, but would develop deep, personal 
connections to the East and its people. Women were encouraged to believe that this work in the 
East was incredibly rewarding, fulfilling, and in some ways life-altering, and that by contributing 
in an important way to the well-being of the ethnic Germans they were supporting the greater 
national community. Especially as female settlement advisors they would take on a task “that is 
as far, unlimited, as the country in the east itself, but also just as fruitful.”189  
The settlement advisor also took on the role of educator, ensuring that both ethnic 
German adults and children adopted the correct political and ideological attitude as it related to 
National Socialism. Alongside teaching practical skills that demonstrated and reinforced German 
culture, settlement advisors and other Reich women working in Poland integrated ideological 
indoctrination in their routines as well. The reports in the Nazi magazines of women’s work in 
the East often mentioned educational evenings, in which the Reich women would speak about 
the Altreich, Hitler, and his vision for Greater Germany. As one report in the NS Frauen-Warte 
from April 1941 noted:  
Again and again one can read in the reports the concern with which the peasants ask 
about Germany, about the Führer, about the great political events of recent years. With 
each visit, the supervisor has to tell about her home in the old empire, the Nazi Party rally 
or the life of German farmers. The joy is indescribable when she unpacks a picture of a 
leader or a small swastika flag from her suitcase.190 
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This ideological instruction was intended to both strengthen the support of the ethnic Germans 
for the fortification of German rule in the East, and to inform the ethnic Germans of their crucial 
role as “future masters of the German East.” Gabriele Jänchen reported on the work of female 
students during their Pflichtjahr in the Warthegau in the NS Frauen-Warte in October 1940. 
These students had helped ethnic German women, who were working in companies in the 
Warthegau, strengthen their “proud awareness of being German women and being able to work 
on the construction of Greater Germany.”191  
One important area of education of the ethnic German women by Nazi women from the 
Reich were Mother Schools (Mütterschulen). These were prevalent in Germany since the 1920s 
and extended by the Nazi women’s organizations, especially the Hilfswerk Mutter und Kind  
(Relief Organization Mother and Child), which was created in 1934 for the pro-natalist education 
of Aryan German women and mothers, as well as welfare work that supported mothers and 
children. The Hilfswerk together with other organizations extended the training in Mother 
Schools to the occupied territories. The first Mother School outside of the Altreich was 
established in the Warthegau in 1941. The work in this and following schools, however, 
proceeded in a different fashion than those in the Reich. As Lydia Reimer writes in her report in 
the NS Frauen-Warte in 1943, “the demanding work that had been done in the Reich so far had 
to be switched to people who had become uncertain and mentally immobile due to decades of 
Polish oppression. Each topic had to be brought to people more slowly and intensively.”192 
Evidently, the Volksdeutsche women were not ready to take on their role as model Germans in 
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the East. Instead, they needed to be molded and retaught the basic precepts of Germanness and 
educated motherhood. 
While many of the projects of the Nazi women’s organization were focused on adult 
women, children also came under the supervision of the female settlement advisors and teachers 
who organized specifically German schooling for the children. Lydia Reimer describes in her 
article from 1943 the work of Hertha W., a settlement advisor from Carinthia, who helped 
organize a school for ethnic German children. In this school, she “did gymnastics with the 
children, played, sang and educated them about cleanliness and order.”193 Children were 
especially targeted for indoctrination and inculcation of a German identity, and thousands of 
children deemed “racially valuable” were kidnapped and sent to the Reich under the auspices of 
the Lebensborn program, an SS association tasked with the goal of raising the birth-rate of Aryan 
children.194  
The settlement advisors were intended to act as both model masters and mothers towards 
the ethnic Germans, demonstrating the proper German customs and correct attitude towards the 
Slavs, as well as tending to the settlers needs and ensuring their comfort in their new homes. 
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However, in their modeling and policing of the ethnic Germans, these women asserted 
themselves as superiors and authority figures, often taking on a paternalistic and patronizing 
stance towards the settlers. In their reports, settlement advisors and assistants often referred to 
the ethnic Germans in their care with possessive adjectives, many designating them as “my 
resettlers.”195 This use of a possessive adjective denotes a protective, caring relationship as well 
as a dominating, condescending attitude towards the child-like settlers.  
In fact, the adult settlers are lumped in with the ethnic German children in many 
accounts, as the settlement advisors take on a pedagogical role towards what they perceived as 
helpless, “uncultured” people in need of guidance. Melita Maschmann recalled in her 
autobiography her condescension and arrogance towards the ethnic German families she advised. 
One wife in particular, according to Maschmann, was still stuck in her Polish ways, as evinced 
by her use of two Polish maids in the kitchen, her “ignorance” in childcare (she had already lost 
four children), and her use of the Polish language. Maschmann notes: “The wife talks Polish to 
her husband much of the time and to the maids all the time. After every sentence I ask what she 
has said. Perhaps she will get used to talking German, if only for convenience.”196 This tactic of 
constantly chastising and reproaching the wife, forcing her to repeat what she said in German, is 
similar to the discipline one would use for an unruly child who refuses to listen to instructions or 
follow the “rules” that have been laid out, which in this case is speaking German in the home as 
a way of fortifying ones Germanness. Looking back on her treatment of this wife, Maschmann 
directly equates the wife with an “obstinate child.”197  
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This conception and portrayal of the ethnic Germans as vulnerable and dependent was 
crucial to women’s work in the East as caring, nurturing protectors of the German Volk. In order 
to legitimate the role of German women in spreading and establishing German culture in the 
East, the resettled ethnic Germans needed to be portrayed as a helpless, naive group that had to 
reconnect with their German roots and be taught the modern, civilized ways of German culture.   
In essence, in order for German women to be “missionaries of Germandom,” there needed to be 
a group that required preaching and guidance. A women’s task in the East, Emmy Poggensee 
claimed in 1941 in the NS Frauen-Warte, goes “far beyond the physical support and practical 
help”—she must be “a leader in all areas” for the resettled ethnic Germans.198 Hilde 
Zimmermann similarly asserted in the NS Frauen-Warte in June 1941 the leadership that Reich 
women must take on in helping the ethnic German settlers into their new homes and teaching 
them German culture and way of life. For her, every German woman who was deployed to the 
East must be aware of her role as a “representative of Germany,” respected and looked up to by 
the ethnic Germans in her care. She writes: “Exemplary in work and camaraderie, ready to work 
with all their strength, practically and mentally well equipped—that is how the first German 
women are to pioneer a new order in the East.”199  
While these womanly tasks were largely focused on the domestic arena of the household 
and family, many of these tasks actually bridged the private and public and were expanded to 
contain the Volksgemeinschaft at large. The role of promoting and bolstering German culture in 
the household soon translated into the fostering of German values and a national identity in the 
greater settler community. These women were not simply influencing mothers and children, but 
 
198 Poggensee, “Aus dem Tagebuch einer Ansiedlerbetreuerin im Gau Wartheland,” 294. 
199 Zimmermann, “Bereit für den Einsatz im Ostraum,” 307. 
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were transforming the structures and customs of daily life in the village. Reich German women 
evidently had an important role to play in the larger community as model Germans, 
demonstrating and portraying the proper German dress, language, characteristics and attitudes, 
particularly towards the people deemed “inferior.” They became extremely active in the public 
sphere, organizing social events, charitable organizations, and youth groups, all of which served 
to promote German culture and reinforce the racial community.  
In the less restrictive spaces of the East new opportunities opened up for Aryan German 
women to take on roles and characteristics otherwise deemed unfeminine within the strict gender 
confines of the metropole. However, in order to claim a stake in this Germanizing mission in 
Poland, the Volksdeutsche had to be presented as somehow deficient in their Germanness, while 
still being praised as the “future masters of the East.” Clearly, the presentation of ethnic Germans 
as lacking German culture and customs, but capable of being retaught these traditions and norms, 
opened up a space for Reich German women to become involved in the Germanization project in 
the East. Taking on their “natural” role as “bearers” of German culture and civilization, these 
women participated in the strengthening of Germandom in the Warthegau by screening native 
populations, preparing homes for resettled ethnic Germans, and most importantly, teaching the 












 The Nazi Germanization project and building of the Greater German Reich began to 
show cracks after three and a half years, and as early as February 1943, following the Nazi defeat 
at Stalingrad, evacuation plans for Volksdeutsche communities in the eastern reaches of the 
Reich were set into motion.200 In the subsequent two years, hundreds of thousands of German 
administrators, military personnel, and ethnic Germans were evacuated westward, often times 
relocating these groups to places that in a few months would have to be evacuated. A definite 
program of strategic withdrawal never quite came into focus for the RKFDV or the 
Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle, leading to chaos as populations fled from the advancing Soviet 
army.201 However, despite this collapse of the Germanization project, its counterpart, the 
destruction of European Jews, showed no signs of slowing down. On November 3 and 4, 1943, 
the single largest massacre of Jews by German forces in the entire war was carried out in the 
Lublin district at the Trawniki, Poniatowa, and Majdanek camps as part of Aktion 
Erntefest (Operation Harvest Festival).202 Additional deportations, gassings, and liquidations of 
Jews and other victims continued throughout 1943 and 1944.  
 
200 On February 13, 1943 Himmler ordered his Higher SS and Police leaders for occupied Ukraine and Russia to 
remove the entire population, non-Germans as well as Germans. For detailed accounts of the various evacuations 
of ethnic Germans, see: Lumans, Himmler’s Auxiliaries, 247-262. 
201 Koehl, RKFDV, 163. 
202 Christopher Browning, Ordinary Men: Reserve Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solution in Poland (New 
York: Harper Perennial, 1998), 133-142. 
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Instead of using the term evacuation to discuss the movement of Reich and ethnic 
Germans in the East, German authorities once again utilized euphemistic rhetoric, speaking 
simply of further resettlements. However, these resettlements were not voluntary: as one 
Volksdeutsche Mittelstelle official in Russia wrote in March 1943, “Resettlement is not a matter 
of voluntary reporting, but is ordered by the Reichsführer of the SS. Therefore those ethnic 
Germans who refuse to be resettled shall be deprived of their identification cards,” and thereby, 
deprived of their protection against the Soviets or other native populations.203 Similar 
euphemistic language was utilized by women caught up in the evacuation process in the East, 
who spoke of a “heroic endeavor” and the “salvation” of ethnic Germans.  
As one kindergarten organizer, Inge D., who accompanied “her” ethnic Germans on their 
evacuation from southern Ukraine painted the ordeal as a testament to their Germanness, rather 
than a pragmatic retreat from the advancing Soviet forces: they had “conducted themselves 
bravely and decently,” and “demonstrated that they remain German in their innermost being.”204 
Additional women working in the East similarly painted the flight westward with the ethnic 
Germans as a last test of their own commitment to the greater Volksgemeinschaft. For other 
women, however, the mismanagement and chaos that accompanied evacuation initiated their 
disillusionment with Nazi officials and the regime. Annelies Regenstein, who was a teacher 
working in the Warthegau, recalled that the order to evacuate “destroyed the last link between 
 
203 Heinz Brueckner, quoted in Koehl, RKFDV, 172.  
204 Inge D., quoted in Harvey, Women and the Nazi East, 285. 
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the Party and the population,” as it seemed like the people had been abandoned by the Nazi 
officials, unaware of the collapsing front until the very last moment.205  
 Despite its ultimate failure, the Nazi Germanization project entailed an ambitious 
program of ethnically restructuring Eastern Europe, a plan in which both Reich German and 
ethnic German women were intended to play a key role. As this thesis has shown, the centrality 
of domesticity, childcare, language, and education in expressions of German culture and 
civilization necessitated the involvement of German women. Furthermore, Reich German 
women utilized the notion of a distinctly female cultural sphere to stake a claim in the 
Germanizing mission. They did not argue for involvement based on gender equality, but rather 
on their abilities as females to spread and inculcate Germanness among the Volksdeutsche 
communities. Therefore, an analysis of Nazi Germanization plans that leaves out or ignores the 
gendered aspects of Nazi rule is incomplete. 
Far from being “returned to the home” with the rise of the National Socialist party in 
1933, women’s social and cultural roles as “mothers of the nation” afforded them an expanded 
sphere of influence both within and beyond the borders of the Reich. An analysis of Nazi 
propaganda specifically directed at women allows us to grapple with the seemingly contradictory 
nature of Nazi gender ideology, as it simultaneously limited yet expanded opportunities available 
to Aryan women in the Third Reich.  
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